
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Terry sat in the bleachers, butterflies in her stomach as she stared at the cheerleaders.  The dozen girls all wore the same uniform: a short, blue skirt, trimmed in yellow with a matching, sleeveless top.  Capping off the look were white sneakers.  They even wore their hair in the same style – a perky pony tail tied off with a white ribbon.   
 
   They were all such a stark contrast to Terry, who wore an old, ratty pair of jeans and a baggy sweatshirt.  Her hair was short, and parted like a boy’s.  Still, she was pretty in a tomboy sort of way, though she made little effort to accentuate her looks.  She simply wasn’t into that sort of thing.  
 
   She couldn’t look away as the cheerleaders went through their halftime routine, bouncing around and dancing suggestively.  They were all so pretty, so perfect, but her attention was focused on Anna, the captain of the squad.  Even though she was dressed identically to the other girls, Anna stood out.  Perfectly proportioned, with curves in all the right places, she was the epitome of Terry’s concept of beauty.  
 
   Terry pushed a stray hair out of her eyes, and smiled as she imagined what it might feel like to kiss those perfect lips, to grab her hips, to taste her nipples…
 
   She shook her head, trying to clear her mind.  It was pointless.  Not only was Anna completely straight (she dated the school’s most popular boy, the football team’s quarterback), but she had made it absolutely clear how loathsome she found Terry.  For years, she’d been bullied and teased by her crush – ever since she’d stopped pretending she wasn’t gay.  No – Anna was completely out of reach. 
 
   If only I could stop thinking about her, Terry thought.  
 
   “You’re staring again,” Vanessa said, nudging Terry’s arm.  
 
   “What?”  Terry asked.  “No I wasn’t.”
 
   “Please – your mouth was open and everything,” Vanessa said.  “I think you actually licked your lips there.”
 
   Self-consciously, Terry looked away.  “I did not,” she said.  
 
   “Whatever,” Vanessa said.  “I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with that bitch anyway.  She’s a horrible person.”
 
   “No, she’s not,” Terry said, only half believing her own statement.  True, Anna hadn’t always been so hateful.  Once, she and Terry had been friends.  But that had been a long, long time ago – before teenaged politics had driven them apart.  Terry was a lot of things, but cool certainly wasn’t one of them.  And in their first year in junior high, Anna had decided that she wanted her peers’ approval and adoration far more than she wanted Terry’s friendship.  Since then, they’d steadily drifted apart until, as Terry stared at her former friend, they were near strangers.  
 
   “Maybe she didn’t used to be,” Vanessa said.  “But I’m talking about what she is now.  That’s what matters.”
 
   Terry glanced at her friend, who seemed to have picked up every ounce of femininity that Terry had discarded.  She had long, black hair, and wore casual, yet fashionably chic clothes.  If she had been even remotely open to a lesbian relationship, Terry would have wanted something more than friendship.  But they both knew the score; they were best friends, and nothing more.  
 
   “Just drop it, okay?” Terry said.  They’d had that discussion on multiple occasions, and Terry had little desire to repeat the argument.  It wasn’t like she could help who she liked, right?
 
   “Whatever,” Vanessa said.  “The game’s about to start back anyway.”
 
   Sure enough, the cheerleaders had finished their routine, and were prancing off of the basketball court to sit on one of the benches at the base of the bleachers.  The two basketball teams trotted onto the court, and began warming up.  
 
   Terry glanced up at the scoreboard, which read Home: 33, Visitors: 36.  At least it was a close game, she thought as she saw her little brother practice a layup.  He was a year younger than her, but he was so much bigger.  Not for the first time, she wished she’d been the one who had been born a boy.  
 
   Things would be so much easier, then, she thought.
 
   The teams finished warming up, and the second half commenced.  It was a slow game, punctuated by a plethora of missed shots, but in the end, the home team won.  Terry’s brother, Nate, even made the winning shot.  
 
   For her part, Terry cheered along with the rest of the fans even though, if she was honest, she would have admitted that she was more than a little jealous of her brother’s success, his popularity.  All it took was a little talent on the court, and everyone fawned all over him.  It was enough to make her want to scream.
 
   But she didn’t.  Like a good sister, she found her brother (amid a mob of congratulatory hangers-on), and said, “Good game, Nate.”  She knew her heart wasn’t in it, but hoped that he wouldn’t pick up on her lack of enthusiasm. 
 
   Terry needn’t have worried; her brother was too caught up in the excitement of the win to do more than give her a grateful grin.  She doubted that he even heard her.
 
   “Can I talk to you?” came a small voice.  Startled, Terry wheeled around to see Anna.  “In private, I mean.”
 
   She seemed nervous.  
 
   “What do you want?” Terry asked, her tone far more biting than she intended.  “I mean…uh…w-what’s up?”
 
   Anna grabbed Terry’s wrist, saying, “C’mon.  I need to talk to you about something.”
 
   Terry let the cheerleader pull her out of the gym, and down one of the side halls.  Finally, she looked around, saw nobody else was in ear shot, and said, “Look – I want to apologize to you.”
 
   “What did you do now?” asked Terry.  “Did you spread more rumors about me?”
 
   Anna shook her head, saying, “No.  It’s not that.  I’m just…I’ve treated you horribly over the past few years.  And I wanted to…you know…I’m sorry, okay?  I got caught up in chasing popularity, and…well, there’s no excuse.  I’m sorry.  I really, truly am.”
 
   “Where’s this coming from?” Terry asked, suspicious.
 
   “I’m just trying to make things right,” Anna said.  “I want to b-be friends again.”
 
   Terry looked into Anna’s blue eyes; was that real sincerity?  
 
   “M-maybe more,” Anna breathed.
 
   She was so close.  When did she get so close?  Terry felt her heart quicken as she asked, “What?”
 
   “I…I want…I’m not…I was afraid,” she said, stepping even closer.  Terry could feel her breath.  “I didn’t want everyone to think…but I’m not afraid anymore.  I just want to…I want this.”
 
   She leaned in, kissing a very surprised Terry, deeply, passionately.  When they broke part, Terry was dazed.  It was happening just like in one of her dreams.  Everything was coming true.
 
   “My house,” Anna said.  “Tonight.  Once my parents are asleep.  You remember how to get into my room, right?”
 
   Terry nodded.  
 
   “See you then,” she said flirtatiously.  She pulled away, and walked back down the hall, leaving a very confused Terry in her wake.  
 
   A couple of hours later, Terry stared at the window, a nervous tumble in her stomach that bordered on nausea.  How many times had she climbed through that window growing up?  Hundreds, certainly.  It would be a familiar climb – up the conveniently-placed oak tree, and onto the roof – but what lay in that bedroom was completely foreign.  And exciting.  Oh, so exciting.  And more than a little scary.
 
   “You can do this,” she muttered to herself.  “You’ve wanted this for years.”
 
   Indeed, she had.  While she never thought that her dreams would become a reality with Anna, she’d been dreaming of sex with a woman ever since she knew what sex was.  Despite the fact that she’d never actually been with anyone, she knew exactly what she wanted, who she needed.
 
   Still, certain or not, she was as afraid as any virgin confronted with her first time.  
 
   Before she knew it, she was climbing; it had never been easier, and she was on the roof in mere moments.  Tapping on the window with a trembling hand, she held her breath.  
 
   What if I read the signals wrong?  What if she just wants to hang out?  Or what if she wasn’t serious?
 
   But that kiss was serious.  And perfect.  So, so perfect.
 
   Before she could convince herself to climb back down, the window opened.  
 
   “Hey, you,” Anna said, smiling that radiant smile.  Her long, blonde hair fell in loose ringlets, framing her heart-shaped face perfectly.  
 
   “Um…hey,” Terry mumbled.
 
   Anna stepped aside, saying, “Get in here.”
 
   Terry climbed through the window far more awkwardly than she’d intended.  When she was inside, she whispered, “Uh…what’s up?”
 
   Anna wore nothing, save a pair of white, cotton panties and a tight, blue tank top with spaghetti straps over her shoulders.  Suddenly, Terry felt either over- or underdressed, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on which one.  
 
   Shoving her hands in the pockets of her worn jeans, she asked, “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   Anna nodded.  “You can ask me anything you want, baby,” she cooed, stepping closer.  
 
   Terry pulled away, and strode toward the bed, where she sat down.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Anna asked, sitting next to her.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” Terry echoed.  “For almost six years, you’ve been a complete and utter bitch to me.  And then, suddenly, you’re standing in front of me in just your underwear?  What gives?”
 
   There, she thought.  I said it.  She’d been rehearsing it for nearly an hour, and had resolved to get answers before she let it go any further.  
 
   “I know this must be confusing for you,” Anna said, looking away.  She was silent for a long moment before continuing, “I’m not proud of who I am.  I know I’ve put you through a lot over the last few years.  I do.  And I don’t have any excuses, except to say that I’m done with that.”
 
   “But why?” asked Terry.  “We were friends, and you just…you just dumped me.  And then when I came out…”
 
   “I attacked,” Anna finished Terry’s sentence.  “Over and over.  I called you names.  I teased you.  I started rumors.  All I can say is that I’m sorry.  But I understand if you don’t ever want to talk to me again.”
 
   Terry shook her head, her straw-colored hair falling into her eyes.  She pushed it back over her ear, saying, “You didn’t answer the question.”
 
   “Because I liked you, okay?” Anna said.  “I always have.  And I didn’t know what to do with that.  I mean – I’m not as confident as you.  I didn’t want to admit that I…that I like…girls.”
 
   Terry should have expected the declaration, given the kiss (and the promise of more) she’d shared in the school’s hallway, but hearing the words come out of Anna’s mouth was more than a little surprising.  
 
   “Y-you like girls?” Terry asked dumbly.  
 
   “I like you,” Anna replied, looking Terry in the eye.  Her hand somehow found its way to Terry’s cheek, where it rested for a few seconds before Anna leaned in.  Before Terry knew what was happening, they’d locked lips again, and began making out.  
 
   It was everything Terry had ever hoped it could be.  Her hands roamed all over Anna’s perfect body, feeling each and every curve until Anna pulled away.  
 
   “Give me just a few minutes,” she said, slipping off of the bed.  She stood near the door, and said, “Look in my nightstand.  There’s something in there that might help you get ready.”
 
   And then she slipped through the door, closing it behind her.  
 
   Breathing hard from excitement, Terry didn’t move for a few seconds.  
 
   It’s really happening, she thought, grinning broadly.  It was the first time she’d felt truly happy in months.  Suddenly, she remembered Anna’s statement, and rolled toward the nightstand.  She opened the top drawer, and saw what Anna had been referencing.  Cautiously, she grabbed it – a small, pink vibrator. 
 
   With a stroke of confidence, Terry decided what to do.  Without hesitation, she practically leapt off of the bed, and began undressing.  After kicking off her shoes, she removed her well-worn jeans.  Next came her thick, black sweatshirt, beneath which was a tee-shirt.  She took that off too.
 
   She caught her reflection in the mirror.  No one would ever mistake her for a model, but her body wasn’t bad.  Long and lean, she had an athletic physique, which, at that moment was clad only in a white sports bra and a black pair of bikini briefs.  
 
   After only a moment’s hesitation, she hooked her fingers under her panties’ waistband, and slipped them down her toned legs.  Within a few seconds, she had her sports bra off as well.  Completely naked, she had a brief panic attack.
 
   What if Anna doesn’t want to go this fast?  What if she doesn’t like what she sees?
 
   Terry shook her head. 
 
    No, she thought.  This is going to happen.  
 
   A few seconds later, she was on the bed, her legs spread.  She flipped a switch, and the vibrator came on with a soft hum.  With a deep breath, she put it between her legs, and immediately, a thin tendril of pleasure arced through her body.  
 
   Terry didn’t know how long she masturbated on Anna’s bed; in fact, she sort of lost track of time as she imagined what she though was an inevitable sexual encounter with the object of her obsession.  
 
   And then she heard the unmistakable sound of a soft laugh, and her eyes flung themselves open to see…nothing.  Had she imagined it?  No – it was a laugh.  A giggle.  Self-consciously, she covered herself up.  
 
   Again, she heard the laugh.  But this time, she could tell that it was coming from the closet.  
 
   Oh God, she thought.  No…no….no….
 
   Her mind went into overdrive.  
 
   Where is Anna?  She should have been back by now…
 
   Another laugh.
 
   “Dude, shut up!” she heard someone hiss.  “She can hear you!”
 
   “W-who’s t-there?” Terry mumbled.  “I-is there someone there?”
 
   And then the closet opened, revealing two people she’d never expected to see.  Josh Hurd, Anna’s boyfriend, and his best friend, Keith were crammed into the closet, holding a small video camera.
 
   “What the fuck?” Terry blurted, feeling her heart jumping into her throat while she tried to cover herself up.  Her arm crossed her breast while her hand covered her sex.  “W-what the fuck?”
 
   “Congratulations,” Josh said, smiling.  “You’re now a porn star.”
 
   “Oh God…Oh God…where’s Anna?” Terry said, panicking.  “What’s going on?  What are you…oh God!  Give me that camera!”
 
   “Fine,” Josh said, handing it the panicked, nude girl.  “But it won’t do you any good.  It’s hooked up to the internet.”
 
   “What?!” Terry practically screamed.  
 
   “By tomorrow everybody in the school’s going to have seen you playing with yourself,” Keith said.  “Not a bad body, by the way.  Too bad you’re a fucking dyke.”
 
   Terry didn’t know how she ended up back at her house; it was all such a blur.  Somehow, she’d managed to grab her clothes, and get out of Anna’s house.  She found herself curled in a ball on her bed, crying as she tried to come to grips with the roller coaster of emotions she’d just experienced.
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   The first thing you need to understand is that I never meant for any of this to happen.  I didn’t even know it could happen, much less that it would.  That’s the thing, though; my intentions don’t matter.  In the grand scheme of things, only the results count.  And in the end, the results were horrific.  To say that I’ll never be able to forgive myself would be a vast understatement.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat at the computer, concentrating for all she was worth.  Even so, she couldn’t get it right.  Nor could she figure out what was wrong.  It just didn’t seem to fit.  
 
   “Casey,” she said, looking up from her work.  She waved her hand at a small, mousey girl in overlarge glasses.  “Come here, and tell me what’s wrong.  No matter what I do, I just can’t get it to look right.”
 
   The girl crossed the classroom in a hurry, eager to please Anna; she had that effect on people.  “What’s up?” Casey asked when she’d reached the other girl.  
 
   Anna pointed to the monitor, which featured a very large picture of the late Terry Gates.  Above it were the words, “In Memoriam”.  Below the black and white photograph was Terry’s name, and the years “1999-2016”.  
 
   Casey clicked a few buttons – Anna didn’t quite follow what she did – and the photo centered itself.  A few more clicks, and the text did as well.  
 
   “Better?” asked Casey, a nervous, simpering smile on her face.  
 
   “What’d you do?” Anna asked.
 
   Casey shrugged.  “I just centered everything.  No big deal.”
 
   “Thanks,” Anna said.  “You’re a life saver.”
 
   Indeed, she was.  The final draft of the yearbook was due the next day, and Terry’s memorial page had been a last second addition. 
 
   “Need anything else?” Casey asked, that anxious smile still plastered on her face.  
 
   Anna shook her head.  “Not unless someone else decided to kill herself over the weekend,” she said.  
 
   “Seriously?” came a familiar voice.
 
   Anna looked over the monitor to see Vanessa Cooper’s scowling visage.  She groaned audibly.  “It was just a joke, Vanessa,” she said.  “Get a sense of humor.”
 
   “Right,” Vanessa said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm in her voice.  “My best friend just died, and the person who’s responsible for putting her in the ground is making jokes about it.  Obviously, I’m the one who’s out of line here.”
 
   “She killed herself,” Anna said, standing.  “I didn’t make her take those pills.  Look – it’s sad, but she’s the one who gave up.  Nobody made her do anything!”
 
   “You may as well have,” Vanessa responded, her voice rising.  “You can tell yourself what you want, but it was your fault, and you know it.  You and that stupid boyfriend of yours.  Always teasing her.  And then, the incident at your house…”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Anna lied.  
 
   “Please,” Vanessa replied, stepping closer to the desk.  “You might have everyone else fooled, but I know it was you who put that video of her on the internet.  I know because she told me that she was going over to your house, that you’d finally come around.  She was in love with you, and you used her for a cheap fucking laugh.  And now she’s dead!”
 
   Anna shook her head.  “I didn’t do anything wrong, and nobody can prove otherwise.  Yeah – I invited her over to my house.  We used to be friends, you know.  And I wanted to reconnect.  But she never showed.”
 
   “You’re a fucking liar,” Vanessa spat.  “A dirty fucking liar.”
 
   Vanessa stepped closer with each word until she stood nearly nose-to-nose with the blonde cheerleader.  
 
   “Guys, let’s just calm down,” Casey began.  “And –“
 
   She didn’t get to finish her thought; it was interrupted by a vicious shove which sent Vanessa sprawling into one of the desks.  The dark-haired girl was up in an instant.  She launched herself at the unsuspecting Anna, and the two became entangled in a wrestling match.  While neither lacked enthusiasm, they did very little damage - aside from pulling a few hairs loose - before a teacher walked in, and broke them up.  
 
   “Both of you!” the teacher, named Mrs. Burns, said.  “To the principal’s office.  Now.”
 
   A few minutes later, Anna and Vanessa found themselves sitting in the principal’s office.  
 
   “I understand that both of you are going through a lot,” Principal Matthews said.  She was a short, severe woman with jet black hair, streaked with gray.  “But fighting isn’t going to solve anything.  It’s not going to bring her back.”
 
   Vanessa rolled her eyes, but Anna said, “I know, but it’s so hard, knowing that we’ll never see her again.”
 
   It was all Vanessa could do not to scream.  Anna and her stupid boyfriend, Josh, had been the driving force behind Terry’s suicide, and everyone was acting like they’d been her friend.  It was frustrating and infuriating, knowing the truth but being unable to convince anyone that they were being manipulated.
 
   Of course, if Vanessa was honest with herself, Terry’s suicide had been about far more than the prank.  It had been a long time coming; the cruel prank had simply been the last straw.  The reality was that Terry had been an extremely unhappy person who had been dealing with disappointed parents, bullies, and self-loathing for most of her life.  
 
   Would she have done it, had Anna stayed out of her life?  Maybe.  But Anna had inserted herself into Terry’s life, teasing her, bullying her, and in the end, humiliating her in front of the entire school.  And that wasn’t even considering her parents’ reactions.  It would have been more surprising if she hadn’t killed herself.
 
   But knowing the facts, and reconciling her feelings about them were two very different things.  She needed someone to blame, and Anna fit the bill perfectly.  
 
   “And that piece you wrote about her for the paper,” the principal said.  “It was quite moving, learning how troubled she was, about how you tried to reach out.”
 
   “Like she would’ve known anything about what Terry was going through,” Vanessa muttered.  
 
   “What was that?” asked Matthews.
 
   “Nothing,” Vanessa mumbled.
 
   “She’s just having a hard time dealing with it,” Anna supplied.  “Same as all of us.”
 
   “I’m nothing like you,” Vanessa said clearly.  “And Terry would still be alive if you hadn’t done what you did.  And you know it.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything!” Anna said.  “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you.  I don’t know who put that video up, but it wasn’t me!”
 
   “Calm down, ladies,” Matthews said.  “Vanessa – I know you want to blame someone, but you have to understand that Anna was Terry’s friend.  She didn’t want anything to happen to her any more than you did.”
 
   Vanessa felt like she was the one sane person in a world gone crazy.  Why couldn’t anyone see what she saw?  Why didn’t anyone remember all the times Terry had been victimized by the girl everyone insisted was her friend?  Why were they all so blind?
 
   “You know what you did,” Vanessa said quietly.  “We both do.  And someday, you’re going to have to answer for that.  Someday, you’re going to have to pay the price.  You teased her.  You bullied her.  And for what?  Because she was different, right?  Well, one day, you’ll know what it’s like to be different.  One day, you’ll know what it’s like to be humiliated.  You and that douchebag of a boyfriend of yours.  I don’t know how, and I don’t know when, but it’s going to happen.”
 
   With that, Vanessa rose, and without another word, left the principal’s office.  She hardly heard Principal Matthews’ insistent shouts.
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   I remember walking into my aunt’s little shop.  I was just so angry, so frustrated at the world that I wanted to do something, anything to vent.  So what if it was just a bunch of bullshit, right?  So long as it made me feel better, what was the harm?  I was so sure that magic wasn’t real that I never really considered the possibility that it might work.
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh was an absolute mess, no matter what his outward appearance might suggest.  As he walked through the halls, he simply couldn’t get Terry out of his mind.  It was just a prank; nobody was supposed to get hurt.  How was he supposed to know that she was unstable?  How was he to predict that her parents would see the video, and kick her out?  And the suicide?  Who could have seen that coming?  
 
   He wished he could be like Anna, and take it all in stride, but his conscience simply wouldn’t allow him to forget his part in the whole ordeal.  But still, he couldn’t show his regret.  He couldn’t let anyone see his guilt.  No one could know that he had anything to do with it.  That was the deal.
 
   So he went about his life like nothing had happened.  
 
   “Dude,” Keith said.  “Wait up!” 
 
   “Huh?” asked Josh.  He’d been lost in thought, and hadn’t realized that his friend had been calling his name. “What’s up?”
 
   “I’ve been yelling your name for the last thirty seconds.  What’s wrong with you?” the other boy asked.  He was a little shorter than Josh, but had a stocky, athletic build.  Keith ran his hand through his sandy blonde hair as he drew even with his friend.  “You goin’ to the party tonight?” he asked.
 
   Josh shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said.  In truth, he wanted nothing more than to go home and brood.  But there were appearances to maintain.  “I guess.”
 
   “You guess?” asked Keith.  “It’s gonna be huge, man.  Everybody’s gonna be there.  And I heard Mitch’s brother’s going to get a couple of kegs for us.”
 
   “I mean, yeah – I’ll be there,” Josh said.  “Definitely.”
 
   “You seem a little off,” Keith said.  “You feelin’ okay?”
 
   “I’m fine,” was Josh’s reply.  “Just tired is all.”  
 
   “Well – feel better,” the other boy said – as if it were that simple.  “See you at practice!” 
 
   Josh never got the chance to reply, because a sudden wave of nausea swept over him, and he had little choice but to bolt for the restroom.  Pushing through the densely populated hall, he barreled into the bathroom, and quickly found a stall.  Sinking to his knees, he emptied his stomach into the filthy toilet.  He lost count of how many times he vomited, but by the time he’d finished, he was sweating profusely.  
 
   Leaning back against the stall’s door, he tried to catch his breath.  While the nausea remained, he was fairly confident that the vomiting was over.  Briefly, he considered going home, but almost immediately discarded the notion.  Not only would his mother fawn over him, and insist that he go to the doctor, but he’d be forced to miss baseball practice.  With the season about to start, he couldn’t afford any absenteeism.  So, mustering his strength, Josh levered himself to his feet, and resolved to go about his day.  
 
   The rest of the day was a nightmare.  Three more times, he found himself hugging the nearest toilet.  But he stuck with the plan; sick or not, he was going to make it through the day.  
 
   “You don’t look so good,” Keith said as they sat on a bench in the boys’ locker room.  They’d already changed into their baseball clothes, and Keith was lacing up his cleats.  Josh had his head in his hands, staring at the floor.
 
   “I think I ate something that didn’t agree with me,” Josh said.  “Been puking all day.”
 
   “You think it’s a good idea to practice, then?  Maybe you should go to the nurse or something,” Keith suggested.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Keith stood.  “Nah – I’m good.  Let’s play some ball.”
 
   Practice was a disaster.  On the few occasions when Josh wasn’t dealing with crippling stomach cramps, he found himself weakened to the point where he could barely throw the ball from one base to the other.  And hitting – he couldn’t even make contact, and Coach Deas shouted that he was “Swinging like a girl!” – whatever that even meant.  All in all, Josh was incredibly relieved when practice was finally over, and he was able to make his way to his blue, 1968 Chevrolet Camaro, and subsequently, home.  
 
   Piling into his bed, Josh prayed for sleep so that the horrible day would end.  
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Anna was worried about Josh; he’d been acting funny all day at school, and he wasn’t answering his phone.  Moreover, he’d looked quite pale and clammy.  She couldn’t help but wonder if Terry’s death was getting to him.  
 
   For her part, Anna had convinced herself that the incident had little to do with their prank.  In her mind, Terry would have committed suicide one way or another.  She’d been sick, plain and simple.  Nobody was at fault – or at least, that’s what she told herself.  In the back of her mind, however, she had a very callous view of suicide that could be characterized in two simple words – “Good Riddance”.  The way she saw it, if someone wanted to die, then by all means, let them die.  It was a choice like any other.  
 
   The petite cheerleader stood in front of her full length mirror, staring at her reflection – it was a common occurrence for the shallow, seventeen-year-old girl.  Being pretty wasn’t enough.  No – she had to be perfect.  And to most people, she was.  But Anna’s eye was more critical than most, and she saw every single flaw.  
 
   Her thumb had crept up to her mouth, where she absently sucked on it.  It was such an unobtrusive act that it took her a few seconds to even notice it.  Once she did, however, she snatched it away.  
 
   “What the hell?” she muttered.  Before she could analyze it further, though, a brutal convulsion rocked her stomach.  Bending double, she clutched her midsection, gasping in pain.  Another followed the first, and soon, they came one after the other until it was one long string of savage cramps.  She stumbled into her bathroom, knocking her many, many cosmetics from the vanity as she lurched toward the toilet.  Thankfully, she reached it before emptying the contents of her stomach, spewing half-digested food all over the sparkling white porcelain.  
 
   Anna couldn’t move; her body was completely rigid.  As she vomited, her every muscle seized up, cramping painfully.  Time lost all meaning – it might have been an hour, or it could have been mere seconds.  The pain was so intense that she actually expected to die.  And then, as suddenly as it had come, the pain stopped, leaving her body convulsing in the aftermath.  
 
   Tears flowed down her cheeks as she slowly stretched her cramping muscles, and with each passing second, Anna felt a little better.  Until she realized that, in her weakness, she’d let loose her bladder…
 
   As soon as she was able, she pulled herself to her feet.  Though she was unsteady, she didn’t hesitate to strip herself of the disgusting jeans and soiled panties.  Holding them out, she could hardly look at the evidence of her weakness, of her abnormality.  It didn’t matter that she’d been under the influence of the most intense pain she’d ever felt.  No – all that mattered is that she’d pissed herself.  
 
   Within seconds, she decided to rid herself of the evidence, and threw them into a nearby trash can.  After taking a thorough shower – as if she could scrub the memory away – she dressed, went downstairs to grab a trash bag, and got rid of the evidence for good.  Once her urine-soaked clothes were safely in the outside trash can, she allowed herself to relax.  That’s when she realized that her thumb had found its way back into her mouth.  
 
   Snatching it away, she made the easy decision to put the day behind her.  Climbing into bed (though it was barely dark), Anna crawled under the covers, and, after a few minutes, fell asleep.  The next morning, she awoke feeling much, much better – in spite of the fact that her thumb had once again found its way into her mouth.  
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   So – full disclosure:  I’m a real live gypsy.  Or at least, my Great Aunt Miriam is, though she’d probably curse you if she heard you call her that.  She emigrated from Romania, and really believes in the power of magic.  I guess I do too – now.  But back then, I thought it was ridiculous superstition.  I was wrong – oh, so very wrong.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat in the passenger’s seat of Josh’s Camaro, staring out the window as it rumbled down the street.  She gripped the edge of the seat in an effort to keep her thumb out of her mouth.  It didn’t happen all that often, but once was far too much for Anna’s liking.  Logically, she knew it was just a nervous tick, a psychological remnant of childhood that her mind had resurrected to deal with stress.  It was harmless.  But it was also completely unacceptable.  
 
   “Are you okay?” Josh asked, shifting gears.  The engine revved, loudly spewing its masculine affirmation to the world.  It was a silly car, but Josh loved it.  “You’ve been acting really weird over the past few days.”
 
   Anna couldn’t argue with her boyfriend.  The incident with the stomach cramps had rocked her entire world, and she was on pins and needles, waiting for it to happen again.  The memory of it was bad enough; having to re-experience it was unthinkable.  In truth, she was convinced that it was a symptom of some as-yet-undiagnosed disease, and was merely waiting for the other shoe to drop.  To date, though, it hadn’t, and she was beginning to believe that it had been an isolated incident.  
 
   “I’m fine,” she lied.  “I’m just a little stressed about those college applications.”
 
   Josh nodded sagely.  He could certainly understand anxiety about college.
 
   He pulled the ridiculous car into the cinema parking lot, and maneuvered the vehicle into a parking space.  Once he’d engaged the emergency break, he turned the key, and its throaty rumble died.  
 
   “So – what do you want to see?” he asked.  “Isn’t there a new Jennifer Chase movie out?” 
 
   “Since when do you like Jennifer Chase movies?” Anna responded, instantly suspecting some ulterior motive.  Her boyfriend had never suggested a romantic comedy before.  No – his taste generally tended towards the monosyllabic action hero and copious explosions.  
 
   Josh shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “I just thought you might like it.  But if you’d rather we go see Superfox 2, you know I’m up for that.”
 
   That’s more like it, Anna thought.  
 
   “No – you asked for it, and now you’re getting it,” she said.  “The Jennifer Chase movie it is.”
 
   Josh objected, of course, but even someone as self-absorbed as Anna could recognize his complaints as weak and insincere.  Still, she wasn’t about to sit through yet another superhero movie – especially one with as silly a title as “Superfox 2”, so she had little choice but to ignore Josh’s abnormal taste.  
 
   They got out of the car, and, walking hand-in-hand, made their way to the ticket booth.  After buying a pair of tickets, getting a bucket of popcorn, and a couple of sodas, they went into the auditorium, where they found a cozy set of seats in the very back.  
 
   More than once throughout the film, Anna started to suck her thumb.  More curiously, though, Josh didn’t try to put a single move on her during the entire film.  In fact, his attention was glued to the screen for its entire duration.  
 
   “She really is a good actress, isn’t she?” Josh said as they left the auditorium.  “I mean, she’s just so strong, you know?  And confident.”
 
   “Calm down,” Anna said.  “It was just a movie.”
 
   “I know,” he said, moving his hands animatedly.  “But she’s such a positive role model, don’t you think?  Not like the bimbos in most of what Hollywood puts out these days.”
 
   “R-right,” Anna said, feeling a little disconcerted by her boyfriend’s opinions.  He babbled on about Jennifer Chase as they walked to the car, drove to the pier (a favorite makeout destination), and parked.  
 
   Anna knew what he wanted, and immediately leaned over to kiss him while her hand crept toward his groin.  Expertly, she unbuttoned his jeans, unzipped his fly, and freed his manhood.  When she pulled away, she saw that he was grinning.  “I was beginning to think you didn’t like me anymore,” she said.  “You didn’t even try anything during the movie.”
 
   Anna didn’t stop to hear his response – god knew, she didn’t want to hear any more about the stupid movie.  Instead, she bent down, and took his penis into her mouth, and began to suck his dick.  After a few moments, it became clear that the stubborn appendage had no intention of cooperating; it remained flaccid despite her ministrations.  
 
   Pulling away, she said, “What’s wrong?” 
 
   Eyes wide, mouth agape, Josh couldn’t speak clearly.  Obviously, he was very, very embarrassed by his inability to perform, and could only stammer, “I-I d-don’t…I don’t know…I just….I don’t…”
 
   Frustrated, Anna retreated with a huff.  “Maybe you should just take me home, then.  If you can manage it,” she added.  
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   When she asked if I wanted her (very specific kind of) help, I didn’t recognize the gravity of her question.  Of course, I didn’t take it seriously.  Why would I?  I’ve always loved Aunt Miriam, but it was with an undeniable caveat: she was a little crazy.  Talking about curses and charms like they were real? Yeah – that’ll get you a one-way ticket to the asylum, right?  Looking back, I wish I would have taken it more seriously.  I wish I would have considered the consequences.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat on the floor, concentrating the entirety of her mind on the blocks before her.  They were decorated in a variety of colors, and had strange symbols on them.  Reaching out, she wrapped her hands around one, and recognizing the color, she blurted, “Green!” A delighted giggle followed her proclamation.  
 
   She picked up the green block, and banged it on the carpeted floor a few times, then promptly put the corner of the cube in her mouth.  
 
   “No, honey,” came a familiar, comforting voice.  Anna looked up to see her mother.  She seemed so very big as she reached down, taking the block from Anna’s inarticulate hands.  Anna wanted to resist.  She wanted to keep the block.  But her minimal strength and dexterity proved no match for her mother’s grip.  Powerless, Anna reacted in the only way she knew how – with a wailing cry that screamed her displeasure.  
 
   After a few seconds, Anna’s mother bent down, picking her up.  “What’s wrong, baby?  Are you hungry?” 
 
   Anna wanted to tell her that she wasn’t hungry, that she just wanted her toy back.  But no intelligible words came out of her ill-trained mouth.  It wasn’t long before her mother was cradling the much-smaller Anna in her strong arms.  From somewhere, she produced a bottle, and popped the nipple into Anna’s mouth.  Reflexively, Anna began to suck, and was rewarded with the oddly familiar taste of her favorite formula.  
 
   Relaxing, Anna slowly drained the bottle while her mother cooed at her, and by the time it was empty, she’d forgotten all about the block.  In fact, she forgot about everything but the feeling of contentment spreading throughout her small body…until it was interrupted by a cold, wet feeling around her bottom.  
 
   She let out another wail, and her mother switched gears.  “What’s wrong now?  Oh – I bet you’re wet.  Is mommy’s little pumpkin wet?  I bet you are!” she said in a sing-song voice.  “Let’s see if my little sweetie made a –”
 
   Suddenly, it all felt so very wrong.  The comfort and contentment she felt was quickly replaced by a rising panic.  Everything was wrong.  It was all too big.  And her mother was too young.  She glanced down at the floor, where the blocks lay – the curious symbols were easily recognizable now as simple numbers.  
 
   She cried uncontrollably as her mother carried her to the table, and set her down.  Within seconds, the woman had removed Anna’s diaper – why was she wearing a diaper? – and was cleaning her.  That’s when she let out an ear-splitting scream, and everything went black for the barest of instants.  
 
   Anna sat bolt upright, breathing heavily as the memory of the strange dream faded.  She looked around, almost as if to reassure herself that she was in her familiar room, and that it had, in fact, all been a concoction of her sleeping mind.  Of course it had been, she assured herself.  Probably a long-dormant memory that had been buried in the back of her mind, she reasoned.
 
   And then she felt it – the cold, wet sheets.  
 
   “Oh no,” she whispered, throwing her bedclothes aside to reveal a large, wet spot.  Her panties were soaked.  As were her sheets and her mattress.  “Oh, God – no!” she hissed.  
 
   Anna went into damage control, quickly vaulting from the bed, and removing her urine-soaked underwear.  After tossing them into a corner, she set about removing her sheets and comforter, which she threw into the same corner.  After retrieving a towel from her bathroom, she furiously scrubbed the mattress until it progressed from soaked to merely damp.  Then she flipped it over, hiding the evidence.
 
   After finding a clean pair of panties and a tee-shirt that read “Eric Dickson High School Cheerleading” on it, she quickly dressed, gathered her soiled linens, and ran down the stairs and into the laundry room.  She didn’t relax until everything was in the washing machine, and it was already working its magic.  
 
   Once she was back in the safety of her bedroom, Anna’s mind went a hundred miles an hour, and in a few dozen different directions.  She needed to come up with an excuse for why she’d decided to wash her sheets in the middle of the night, but she found it difficult to concentrate.  She hadn’t wet the bed since she was three years old, and her sudden nighttime incontinence rocked her to her core.  
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   Curses are strange in that, unless they’re one of a very specific few, they kind of have a mind of their own.  And they’re a bit like a shotgun blast – you don’t know exactly what you’re going to hit.  You just fire, and hope you aimed it well enough to hit your intended target.  It’s way more complicated than that – Aunt Miriam says that it has at least as much to do with the caster’s state of mind as it does the actual spell.  Throw in my involvement, and the curse we laid on those responsible for Terry’s death was a very unpredictable thing.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh sat on the weight bench, breathing heavily after a tough workout.  He ran his hand through his sweat-slicked hair, feeling the tightness of his muscles.  It should have been reassuring – like it always was, but it most assuredly was not the comforting fatigue that typically accompanied heavy exercise.  He’d spent the entire hour-and-a-half in significant regression – a troubling development for someone who trained as hard as he did.  He was supposed to get better and stronger – not weaker.  
 
   Standing up, he looked in the mirror, noticing a slightly thinner physique.  It wasn’t like he was stick-thin – he still had muscles born from years of training and athletic competition – but his every muscle seemed less substantial.  Softer.  Shaking his head, he walked over to the scales, weaving in and out of impossibly fit athletes.  Once he reached them, he stepped onto the elevated platform, and measured his weight.
 
   “Fuck,” he said, seeing exactly what he’d expected – and feared.  He’d lost nearly twenty pounds in the previous two weeks – an alarming amount at the best of times.  But he’d been sick, he reasoned.  It was expected.  
 
   “Shit, man,” came Keith’s voice.  “I knew you were a little off, but that’s like twenty pounds too light, right?  Are you still sick?  Have you been to the doctor?”
 
   Stepping off of the scales, Josh shook his head.  “I’m fine now.  Just a setback is all,” he said, throwing a small towel over his shoulder.  “I’ll get back to normal in a few weeks.”
 
   “You sure?” asked Keith, a genuine note of concern in his voice as he followed Josh into the locker room.  “It wouldn’t hurt to go to the doctor, would it?”
 
   “If I keep losing, I will,” Josh answered, finding his locker.  He sat down to untie his shoes.  “Really, I feel fine.  Just going to take a few days to get back to a hundred percent is all.”
 
   Keith sat next to him, untying his own sneakers.  Neither spoke as they quickly undressed, and, wrapping towels around their waists, went into the showers.  After he turned on the shower, a cascade of water erupted from the head.  He waited a moment for the water to heat up, then stepped under the blessedly relaxing stream.  
 
   Once Josh had washed the sweat from his body, he turned the shower off, and quickly wrapped the towel back around his waist.  When he turned, he found his attention focused on a half dozen fit, naked guys.  He couldn’t help himself, and that panicked his already-disquieted mind.  Chiseled muscles, square jaws, and long, thick dicks filled the entirety of his attention until, with a great effort, he wrenched his concentration away from his fellow baseball players.  
 
   What the fuck, he thought.  What the absolute fuck?  
 
   Then, the nausea hit, and soon after, he found himself hugging a toilet once again.  Once he’d finished, Josh sat on the bare tiles, covered only by the thin cotton of the towel, and wondered what the hell was happening to him.  The sickness, he could deal with.  It would pass eventually.  So would the weight loss.  And his weight room performance would similarly improve.  But the thoughts that had run through his mind as he looked at his friends’ naked bodies?  What was that all about?
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, Hurd?  Throw the goddamn ball!” Coach Deas yelled from the third base dugout.  He’d already thrown his well-worn cap onto the cement floor, and was furiously chewing sunflower seeds – signs that he wasn’t at all pleased.  
 
   Josh took his own cap off, wiping the sweat from his forehead, and stared at the catcher.  He stepped off of the mound, gathering his thoughts.  Even though it was only the first inning, it had already shaped up to be the absolute worst game of Josh’s life.  Not only did his pitches lack any sort of velocity, but he could hardly control them either.  It was almost like he’d never played a game of baseball in his life.  
 
   “Get that fag off the field!” came a yell from the visiting team’s stands.  For a moment, Josh wondered who was the subject of the man’s ire.  Then he noticed how he was standing – hip cocked out, glove on his waist as his other wrist was limp – and realized that the fan was obviously talking about him.
 
   That’s when he lost it.  Sure, he tried to stem the tide of emotion, but there was no stopping it.  The tears came first, then the sobs.  It was all just too much – the sickness, the weight loss, the poor performance, and the fan’s insult (which echoed his issues from the shower the day before).  Before he knew it, Coach Deas was standing beside him, asking for the ball.  He meekly gave it to the man, who looked at him in disgust.  
 
   “Just get out of here, Hurd,” he spat, pointing to the dugout.  “Just go before you embarrass us anymore.”
 
   Josh obeyed, and with tears streaming down his face, ran off the field – all the while trying (and failing) to run normally.  
 
   “Is that a boy or a girl, coach?!” yelled the obnoxious fan.  He followed the latest insult with a cackle.  
 
   Josh couldn’t take it anymore, and completely bypassed the dugout.  He heard Keith call out, but he kept running all the way to his car, where he sat, crying, for a long time before starting it, and leaving for home.  
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   I remember cringing when Aunt Miriam described the curse to me.  I don’t really remember her description – weird, right?  All I know is that it was an old spell – ancient, really – and it was designed to enact revenge on someone by harnessing their deepest fears and turning them against the subject.  Vague, I know.  And it certainly didn’t work out the way I expected it to.  I’m not going to lie, though – I really thought I was clever when Anna had her first incident at school.  I really expected that to be the end of it.  A simple comeuppance – that’s it.  Boy, was I wrong.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat at the cafeteria table, picking at her salad as her friends chattered along without a care in the world.  How she envied them, able to focus on mundane things like who was dating who, and whether or not Jenny Cramer was a secret slut.  Anna would have given anything to go back to a time when she was just like them.  
 
   But that ship, it seemed, had sailed.  Over the previous two weeks, she’d wet the bed on four occasions, and was beginning to worry that her hasty cleanups were going to be discovered by her parents.  She could only flip her mattress so many times, after all.  
 
   If I can even lift it next time, she thought.  While her body looked largely the same, she’d noticed a distinct decrease in strength.  More than that, though, even the slightest discomfort – whether it was a tiny bump or scrape – felt like the absolute end of the world.  Just the night before, she’d stubbed her toe, and had practically wailed at the pain.  
 
   And then there was Josh.  Not for the first time, she wondered what was happening to him.  He’d already been kicked off of the baseball team.  He’d left a game early after a horrific, first inning performance.  On top of that, he was acting very, very strangely.  He barely wanted to talk to her, and when he did, he was distant, like his mind was somewhere else.  He’d also missed a few days of school.  
 
   “Aren’t you hungry?” asked Rachel – ostensibly Anna’s best friend.  She pointed to the salad, saying, “I don’t think you’ve taken a single bite.”
 
   Anna shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess…I guess I just need more dressing.  Be right back,” she said, rising from the table.  It was an excuse to avoid annoying questions.  
 
   Walking toward the cafeteria line, Anna took solace in the fact that, despite her problems, she at least still looked damned good.  She wore a pair of white shorts whose brevity strained the confines of the dress code, and a top that did little to hide her generous breasts.  She knew that every eye was on her, which was just how she liked it.  It was also the reason that nobody missed her first public incident.
 
   Anna didn’t even realize it was happening.  One minute, she’s basking in the glow of positive attention, and the next, she felt a familiar, wet sensation growing in her shorts.  Soon after, a trickle of liquid trailed down her toned, leg, puddling at her feet.
 
   Her jaw dropped, and her eyes widened in panic as she realized that she’d just wet herself in the middle of the cafeteria.  
 
   “Oh. My. God!” someone said.  It was a familiar face whose name Anna couldn’t remember.  The girl was staring at Anna’s very wet, white shorts, and her eyes traveled down Anna’s legs to the puddle at her feet.  “Did you…you just…oh my god!” 
 
   More people began to notice, and Anna had little choice but to flee their accusatory murmurs.  Racing from the cafeteria, and then, through the halls as quickly as her feet could carry her, Anna’s mind jumped from one panicked thought to another.  She was so preoccupied that she didn’t even see her teacher, Mrs. King, before she ran headlong into her.  Crashing to the floor, she skidded across the tiles for a few feet before coming to a stop.  Mrs. King’s papers went flying, and the older woman slammed against the lockers which lined the hall.  However, she kept her feet.  
 
   “What the – Anna?  Anna Davis?  Why are you running through the hall?” she asked, reaching out to help the embarrassed Anna.  When she saw that Anna was crying, she said, “Is someone chasing you?  What’s going on?”  
 
   Anna couldn’t get a word out; her panicked mind was far too jumbled to communicate, and the pain from the fall was overwhelming.  She just lay there, crying as the teacher tried to soothe her.
 
   “It’s okay,” the woman said.  “Are you hurt?  What’s wrong, honey?  Oh…”
 
   That’s when she noticed Anna’s urine-soaked shorts.  
 
   “Oh, dear,” she said, pulling away reflexively.  “Oh, dear.  Let’s…let’s get you…um…let’s get you cleaned up.”
 
   Grade school teachers no doubt expect a few accidents in the course of their careers, and are far more equipped to deal with them than a high school biology teacher. But Mrs. King made a valiant effort, leading a sobbing Anna to the locker room, where she hunted down a pair of old gym shorts.  After Anna was dry, she escorted the hysterical girl to the office, where she called her parents.  
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   It’s a strange thing, knowing that you’re the cause of someone else’s misery.  I remember seeing Anna’s incident – she was so haughty as she walked through the cafeteria, and then, suddenly, she realized what she’d done.  I’ve never seen someone’s personality do such a turnaround.  Even then, though – I thought that was the extent of the curse’s punishment.  Of course, I had no idea what I was doing, as evidenced by the fact that the curse was far from finished working its magic.
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh sat on the examination table, nervously picking at his fingernails.  His mother sat in one of the chairs nearby, reading a magazine while trying for all the world to seem confident and reassuring.  She wanted him to think that there was nothing wrong, that everything was normal – or at the very least, curable.  But Josh was no fool – he knew that what was happening to him wasn’t normal, and he feared the worst.  
 
   A sharp knock preceded the doctor’s entrance, and Josh couldn’t help but tense up at the sound.  Learning what was wrong with him was necessary, but he feared the diagnosis.  He’d spent the entire morning going through tests – everything from drawing blood to an electrocardiogram and everything in between.  
 
   “So,” Dr. Patel said.  She was a dark-skinned, Indian woman in her middle years, and had been Josh’s primary physician for most of his life.  “The tests came back, and I’m happy to say that, aside from the weight loss and a slight anemia, you are perfectly healthy.”
 
   “Healthy?” Josh’s mother spat.  “He’s lost over thirty pounds in a month!  He’s been sick on multiple occasions – I’ve heard him throwing up so often that it’s actually become normal.  And the weakness – ”
 
   “I understand that, Phyllis,” Dr. Patel replied.  “And we’re going to get to the bottom of it.  But I can confidently say that all of his tests came back completely negative.  There are a few more we can run, certainly, but first, I’d like a private word with Josh.  Do you mind?”
 
   Josh’s mother objected, but eventually caved to the doctor’s insistence.  When she was safely out of the room, Dr. Patel asked, “So – what are you on, Josh?  I respect the fact that you don’t want your mother to know about it, but I urge you to go through more conventional channels if this is what you want to do.”
 
   “W-what are you talking about?” Josh asked.  
 
   The doctor said, “Look – I understand that you’re going through a difficult time, but you have to be honest with me.  I see it all the time, believe it or not.  You might not be able to tell your parents yet, but you have to understand that taking medications you’ve gotten online is extremely dangerous.  You don’t know what’s really in there.  So be honest with me – what are you taking, and where did you get it?”
 
   “I-I really don’t know what y-you’re talking about,” Josh said.  “Because I’m not taking anything.  Nothing at all.  I didn’t even take anything for the nausea when –”
 
   “So you’re trying to tell me that you’re not taking female hormones?” Dr. Patel asked, a skeptical look furrowing her brow.  “Because if you’re telling me that, then we have a lot bigger problems than we originally thought.”
 
   “Female hormones?” Josh asked.  “Like estrogen?  God – no, doc – I’m definitely not taking…oh, God – what do you think I am?  Oh God…”
 
   Suddenly, the doctor’s office seemed smaller and far more confining.  
 
   “It’s okay, honey,” Dr. Patel said, patting Josh on the shoulder.  “Just breathe.  Just breathe.  It’s okay.  I won’t tell your parents that you’re confused.  Or that you’re transgender.  But you have to tell someone, honey.  You can’t do this on your own.  And you definitely need a qualified professional to supervise your hormone replacement therapy.”
 
   “No – you don’t understand,” Josh said.  “I told you – I’m not taking anything.  And I’m n-not…not trans-anything.  I’m not…I just…what is wrong with me?” 
 
   Finally, Dr. Patel began to realize that Josh wasn’t in denial.  Her mind began to whirl with one idea or another about what might be wrong with Josh.  
 
   “Josh,” Patel said, the barest hint of her native accent creeping into her voice.  “This is extremely important.  I know how difficult it is to go through something like this, but you have to be honest with me.  If you’re lying, you are going to cause your parents a lot of grief, because if you’re not taking some outside source of female hormones, it is a serious problem.  So I’ll ask you one more time before we begin to take other steps:  are you taking female hormones?  Did you ingest your sister’s birth control pills?  Any other strange medications you’ve taken since all of this started?”
 
   “No!” Josh repeated, on the verge of tears.  It was all so confusing to him because he didn’t quite understand the implications of the doctor’s questions.  
 
   “Then I need to get your mother back in here,” Patel said.  “Excuse me.”
 
   She went to the door, opened it, and asked Josh’s mother back into the examination room.  She looked worried.  “What’s wrong, doctor?” 
 
   “I asked to speak with Josh alone because I originally thought he was going through something else.  He insists that he’s not, so I have to tell you that we have a problem,” Patel stated.  “And before I tell you this –”
 
   “What did you think he was going through?!” Josh’s mother asked, her eyes wide.
 
   “It’s not important,” Dr. Patel said.  “I’m convinced that it’s something else.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” the other woman said.  “What’s wrong with him?  Is it cancer?  It’s cancer, isn’t it?”  She turned to the still-weeping Josh, and said, “We’re going to beat this, honey.  We are.  There are a lot of –”
 
   “No, Phyllis,” Dr. Patel said.  “It’s not cancer.  I told you – he’s perfectly healthy.  Except for the fact that he has quite a lot of estrogen in his system.  In fact, his body chemistry looks like that of a normal twelve-year-old girl.”
 
   “What?” Phyllis asked, surprised.  She might have braced herself for a lot of things, but learning that her seventeen-year-old son had the body chemistry of a pubescent girl was not one of them.
 
   “Josh’s weight loss, weakness, and mood swings can be attributed to the presence of an inordinate amount of female hormones,” Patel explained.  “In fact, if I showed his report to anyone else, they wouldn’t be able to differentiate it from a girl’s.”
 
   “Female hormones?” Phyllis asked dumbly.  “But that doesn’t make sense.  Josh is…he’s not…he’s never…Josh is a boy.”
 
   “Which is why I want to run more tests,” Dr. Patel said.  “Look – Phyllis, I know this is difficult to understand, but even healthy males produce female hormones.  Just like you and I naturally produce testosterone.  Chances are, his body is simply misinterpreting the signals from his brain, and making more than it’s supposed to.  If that’s the case, there are a number of treatment options available that can help him get through this.”
 
   Josh sat on the examination table, dumbfounded.  He didn’t know what to make of Dr. Patel’s lack of a real diagnosis, but he did know that he wasn’t looking forward to more tests.  Still, he would do anything to get back to normal.
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   Everyone knew something was wrong with Josh, but no one could pinpoint what it was.  Of course, I suspected that the curse was doing its work, but I had no idea how it would manifest itself.  I didn’t even understand the words my Aunt Miriam spoke when she cast it, much less what the spell’s effects would be.  And when I asked, she simply fixed me with that bemused expression, as if she dared me to pursue it further.  Without proper training, I wouldn’t have understood, she said.  And unless I wanted to become her apprentice, I’d remain ignorant.  I think she actually wanted me to do it, and when I didn’t, she started to resent me for my passive refusal.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat on the couch, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees.  She wore a pair of baggy sweatpants, a tee-shirt, and her oldest pair of sneakers.  She was so afraid of having another accident, that she’d chosen her wardrobe based on its ability to hide such an occurrence, and, as a result, looked like she’d just gotten out of bed.  
 
   “Anna,” the psychologist said.  Anna looked up to see Dr. Webster, the psychologist.  He was short, balding, and had a gentle voice that, in another situation, might have been soothing.  But in that setting, with her mother staring daggers at her less-than-perfect daughter, it felt condescending.  “Aside from the incident at school, are you presenting any other symptoms?”
 
   Anna looked away nervously, trying with all her mental fortitude to keep her thumb from finding her mouth.  They’d already gone to a physician, and established that, physically, there was nothing wrong with Anna.  She was as healthy as anyone could have expected.  But Anna’s mother, Wanda, wasn’t satisfied.  Her daughter had humiliated herself in front of her entire school (and by extension, embarrassed her mother as well).  There had to be something wrong, and she was determined to get to the bottom of the problem – and fix it with whatever drugs the pharmaceutical industry could cook up.  
 
   “You’re in a safe place, Anna,” Dr. Webster prodded.  “No one here will judge you.”
 
   “Answer the man’s questions, Anna,” Wanda spat.  
 
   Anna was torn.  While it was imperative that she figure out what was wrong, telling anyone the extent of her problems promised to be a humiliating experience.  That natural aversion to embarrassment battled with a fervent desire for everything to go back to normal, and eventually, that desire won out.  She would endure a few minutes of shame if it meant going back to her normal life.
 
   “I-I guess I’ve had a f-few other accidents,” she stammered.  “At night, when I’m asleep, I mean.  It h-happens every couple of nights now.”
 
   Dr. Webster made a few marks on his notepad, then said, “Is it just urination?” 
 
   “Isn’t that enough?” Wanda asked sarcastically.  She fixed Anna with an icy glare, as if she blamed her daughter for her lack of perfection.  
 
   Webster ignored her.  “Anything else?” 
 
   “I’ve been sucking my thumb a lot,” Anna admitted.  “I-I don’t mean to.  It’s just that when I get nervous, or I’m not paying attention, I just realize it’s there.  And at night.  I always do it at night.”
 
   “Interesting,” Webster said.  “What else?” 
 
   Anna explained that she’d lost some weight, but more importantly, had noticed a significant decrease in her strength.  In addition, she told the psychologist that she had a very much increased sensitivity to pain.  The slightest bump or bruise brought tears to her eyes, and anything worse would inevitably draw a sharp cry of pain.  
 
   “Jesus, Anna – what ISN’T wrong with you?” Wanda asked.  
 
   “I-I’m…I’m s-sorry,” Anna responded, shrinking away from her mother’s glare.
 
   “It’s not her fault,” Dr. Webster said.  After establishing that Anna’s symptoms were quite new, Webster made a few more notes.  Finally, he said, “The good news is that I think this will pass.  The bad news is that I don’t necessarily know when that’ll be.”
 
   “What’s wrong with her, then?” Anna’s mother asked.
 
   Webster looked up, clearly annoyed with the older woman’s lack of compassion for her daughter’s condition.  “She is experiencing a period of regression – probably brought on by stress, given the way you’re acting.  It’s not uncommon among children.  The introduction of a new stressor – usually a new sibling, the death of a loved one, or a divorce – causes a child to regress to an earlier stage of development.  And while it’s not something that we typically see in someone Anna’s age, it’s not completely unheard-of.”
 
   “So this is my fault, is it?” Wanda said, clearly gearing up for an argument.
 
   “I didn’t say that,” Webster said.  “I said that we don’t know what brought this on, aside from the fact that it was most likely stress.  Beyond that, it’s a mystery.”
 
   “So what do we do?” was Anna’s first real contribution to the conversation.  “I don’t…I need to get b-back to normal.  I have school and cheerleading and –”
 
   “All of that’s going to have to stop,” the man interrupted.  “School can stay, but the extracurricular activities are going to have to come to an end.  Likely, they’re the stressor that brought this on.”
 
   “B-but I can’t…I’m the captain,” Anna said.  “And I l-love cheering.  And –”
 
   “If the doctor says you have to stop, then you’re going to stop,” Wanda stated, silencing her daughter’s objections.  “You can rejoin the squad when this is all behind you.”
 
   Webster nodded.  “That’s for the best, I think.”
 
   “A-and what about my…accidents?” Anna said.  “I can’t…I don’t want to…you know – at school.  And I don’t want to keep having to wash my sheets every night.”
 
   Webster rubbed his chin for a moment, thoughtful.  “I would suggest adult diapers.”
 
   Anna didn’t hear anything else the doctor said.  Her mind was far too occupied by the fact that a medical professional had just suggested that she wear diapers.  Her mother and the psychologist discussed ways to decrease Anna’s stress levels for quite a while, but Anna couldn’t focus on their conversation.  All she could really think about was what anyone would say if they saw her wearing a diaper.
 
   A while later, the session completed, Anna’s mother drove her home.  She seemed far more comforting than when the day had started.  Anna leaned her head against the car window, listening to her mother drone on and on about how everything was going to be fine.  She didn’t even realize when her thumb crept up to her mouth.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   9
 
    
 
    
 
   High school kids can be vicious.  I think we can all agree on that, right?  When we see weakness, we can’t help pouncing.  And when Anna got back to school (after the very public accident), she became the absolute perfect victim.  She hadn’t grown up getting teased, and so, it was all so very new to her.  She didn’t know how to deal with the names, the teasing, and it so plainly affected her.  I guess it didn’t help that the once-uber-fashionable cheerleader had suddenly withdrawn from all after-school activities, and had begun to dress in baggy, nondescript clothing.  If she thought that would help her melt into the background, she was absolutely wrong.  It only hurt her situation. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh sat on his bed, trying to make sense of the doctor’s lack of a diagnosis.  The symptoms were easy enough to track; his body was flooded with female hormones.  But the cause of his body’s confusion was far more elusive.  As best they could tell, the increased estrogen levels were responsible for the changes in his body, and could have caused the violent cramps, nausea, and vomiting.  The problem was that his issues were so unique that the tests, thorough though they were, couldn’t point to the root of his condition.  
 
   That lack of clarity was also responsible for the lack of treatment.  Without knowing what was causing the issues, Dr. Patel wasn’t comfortable with treating the symptoms with hormone therapy.  Doing so could very well exacerbate the problem.  Or worse, trying to manipulate his endocrine system might cause irreparable harm.  And so, Josh had little choice but to live with the changes for the time being, all the while hoping that Dr. Patel and her team could eventually come up with a diagnosis and treatment.  
 
   In the meantime, Josh’s body continued to change.  Once, his body had been thick with well-earned muscle, but each time he looked in the mirror, he saw that fruits of his labor were dissolving, day by day.  Subsequently, he’d lost much of the strength that came with his formerly impressive musculature.  At last count, he’d lost nearly forty pounds – mostly muscle – and it didn’t seem to be slowing down.
 
   Worse than the weight loss, though, were the subtle changes in his body shape.  While he wouldn’t be mistaken for a girl, Josh could see the beginnings of femininity blossoming in his widening hips, enlarged nipples, and feminine pattern of fat distribution.  
 
   However, the worst of the symptoms were the changes in his genitals.  Even when he was excited (an increasing rarity), Josh’s manhood had shrunken considerably.  He’d never been huge, but he’d never been small either.  But each time he bothered to notice, everything down there seemed positively miniscule.  Bit by bit, he was slowly losing his masculinity, and his manhood reflected the loss perfectly.  
 
   But despite the changes wracking his body, Josh had little choice but to continue living his life as best he could.  Even with his medical problems, he had to attend school; after all, he was functioning under the assumption (aided by Dr. Patel’s confidence) that the doctors would solve his problem soon, and his life would return to some semblance of normality.  That meant eventually going to college, which made school a non-negotiable part of his life.  
 
   Once the most popular boy in school, Josh had begun to appreciate just how good he’d had it.  As he’d been dealing with the effects of his condition, he’d slowly alienated himself from his old friends.  No one wanted to hang out with the sick, slightly feminine kid who’d embarrassed himself so thoroughly on the baseball field.  More than that, though, he was being punished for his association with Anna.  
 
   Josh had been so wrapped up in his own life that he’d basically ignored his girlfriend’s issues – until she’d had her incident in the cafeteria, and he was forced to confront the fact that she’d lost much of what made her so attractive.  Sure, she was still pretty, but each time he saw her, all he could see was the girl who’d wet herself so publicly.  She’d already withdrawn from the cheerleading squad, and her school attendance had become, at best, spotty.  Eventually, Josh would have to decide whether he’d been attracted to her, or if he’d wanted to be associated with the idea of her.  But that day hadn’t yet come to pass, and Josh’s attention was almost exclusively focused on his own problems.
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   I’ve never been popular, so I can only imagine what the sudden loss of a sycophantic following can do to a person’s psyche.  But judging by Josh’s reaction, it’s an extremely difficult situation to confront.  And popularity is so damned fickle because it hinges on this image of perfection that crumbles at the smallest sign of weakness.  So it was with Josh.  Suddenly, years-long friendships were abandoned in favor of snide comments, gossip, and verbal abuse.  It’s a wonder he survived, really. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna tried to adjust the pad, but couldn’t attain anything resembling comfort.  It was less about the actual feeling of the thing, and rather, her discomfort stemmed from the fact that she was wearing a liner intended to protect her from her growing incontinence.  She knew she needed it; that much had become very, very clear the moment she’d had her second incident in as many days (and third overall).  Resistance to the idea was pointless.  All she could really do was minimize the obviousness of the fact that she needed protection at all.  That’s where the pads came in – like oversized sanitary napkins, they would protect against all but the worst accidents – for at least long enough to get to a restroom.  But if worse came to worst, and she flooded her panties, the liners would do little good.  That’s why, at night, she’d resorted to wearing a full diaper.  While she’d still wake up uncomfortable, at least it would keep her from ruining her sheets.  
 
   After finally getting the pad in a semi-tolerable position, Anna pulled her panties up.  Instead of her usual skimpy, sexy undergarments, she’d been forced to wear more conservative, full-coverage underwear.  Once her panties were in place, she pulled on a pair of loose-fitting jeans, a tee-shirt, and a sweatshirt.  Looking in her full-length mirror, she saw a normal girl in “mom” jeans, which, she supposed, was the best case scenario.  
 
   Not for the first time, she felt a rising sense of dread as she went into the kitchen to get breakfast.  Her parents were both in there, of course, and they looked at her with a mixture of compassion and pity.  She sat down at the table, and her mother set a plate down in front of her.  It had a couple of pieces of toast, and a slice of grapefruit on it.  
 
   “How does it feel?” Wanda asked.  
 
   “It’s fine,” Anna answered.  
 
   Her father, Dan, took a sip of his coffee.  “You don’t have to go, you know,” he said.  “If you’re not comfortable, you can stay out for a while.  Until all of this gets straightened out, I mean.”
 
   He didn’t understand, of course.  No one really did.  Anna needed a sense of normalcy, and the only way to get that was to resume her life.  Without it, she was absolutely convinced that everything would get much, much worse.  After all, she’d only been out of school for a week (since the initial incident), and the pace of her regression had only increased.  
 
   She looked up, seeing the concern etched on his familiar face.  At only forty-three years old, he was still a fit, handsome man, just like her mother was still quite attractive.  What must it have done to them to see their only child so incapacitated?  They had to be embarrassed, Anna reasoned.  She certainly would have been in their situation.  
 
   Shaking her head, she said, “No.  I’m going.”
 
   Wanda said, “Good girl.  We’re going to get through this, baby.”
 
   Anna would have believed her if the psychologist’s treatment regimen hadn’t been to simply wait and see.  If she could have actually done something – anything at all – to change her situation, to fight her condition, she would have felt much, much better about her prospects.  But as it stood, she felt incredibly impotent.  
 
   Her parents tried to make small talk over the breakfast table, but it was extremely awkward.  Despite the fact that it dominated each of their thoughts, no one wanted to talk about Anna’s struggles.  Thankfully, the meal was quickly finished, and Anna set off for school.
 
   As she drove herself the few miles to school, Anna relished the sense of independence.  She’d spent the past week being herded from one place to another or doted on by her all-of-a-sudden concerned parents.  It came from a good place, she knew, but that didn’t lessen the reality that it had made her feel quite smothered.  
 
   But nestled in the corner of her mind was a potent fear of that same freedom.  The world had suddenly begun to seem much bigger and more foreboding, and Anna had lost much of the confidence necessary to traverse such a scary place.  Still, she wasn’t so weak-minded that she couldn’t drive herself to school, and so, it wasn’t long before she arrived.  
 
   Almost immediately, she questioned her decision to return to school.  Once, she’d been the queen of the school.  It was her turf, and she knew exactly where she stood – at the very top of the social pecking order.  But after the accident, her perch atop the social hierarchy had become unsettled, and she’d tumbled to the very bottom.  Never was that more apparent than when she entered the front doors, and began to walk through the lobby.  
 
   Anna could feel every eye following her every move.  Some of them, she was sure, half expected her to wet herself again, right then and there.  Some small part of Anna expected it too.  Thankfully, her pants remained dry as she made her way to her locker, and retrieved her books.  People she’d known for years, girls she’d counted as friends for as long as she could remember, turned their backs when they saw her.  Almost overnight, she’d become a social pariah.
 
   Thankfully, as the day went on, she succeeded in fading into the background.  There were a few incidents – like when a teacher would call roll – when the attention would inevitably focus on her, but those moments became fewer and further between as the day went on.  
 
   Sure, she had to concentrate to keep her thumb from her mouth.  And she still had one accident during the day (that, with concentration, she’d confined to a mere trickle that her liner took care of easily).  But all in all, Anna left school that day thinking that the future held at least a sliver of hope.  
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   I almost felt sorry for her.  She looked so pitiful – like a lost puppy that had wandered into the pound.  It didn’t last long.  I couldn’t forget what she’d done, how she’d manipulated my best friend into killing herself.  Rationally, I knew that they hadn’t intended for Terry to do what she did, but in my darkest moments, I couldn’t help but manufacture a grand scheme to get her to kill herself.  That’s what kept me from feeling sorry for Anna in the wake of her first day back after her accident.
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh leaned forward, concentrating on the video game with every ounce of his mental aptitude – or that’s what he intended, at least.  In truth, the slaying of virtual monsters was having trouble holding his attention, and so, he found himself disappointing his best friend with his woeful performance.  
 
   “What the hell are you doing, man?” Keith asked, his eyes similarly glued to the screen.  “Shoot that fucker!” 
 
   Josh tried to comply, but his reactions simply wouldn’t cooperate.  It wasn’t that he couldn’t do it.  He could.  The real problem was that the game simply didn’t interest him much.  What had once seemed so interesting now seemed like a colossal waste of time.  And as a result, he was simply going through the motions so that his friend didn’t think less of him.  Finally (after his third death), Josh dropped the controller in frustration.
 
   “This game is stupid,” he said.  “What’s the point of it?  I mean, they’re not going to save the world, and everyone knows it.  And there’s no character arc.  Beefcake Mcmanly up there isn’t going to change, is he?  He’s not going to suddenly discover his softer side, right?  And where are all the women?  They just decided to stay home while the world was taken over by monsters?  Yeah – that would happen, right?  They’re just at home making sandwiches, huh?  Typical masculine fantasy.”
 
   “W-what?  Beefcake Mcmanly?  His name’s Felix Steel, and…and…” Keith was at a loss for words.  He had no idea what to make of his friend’s mini-rant.  “And it’s not…you know…it’s not about all of that. It’s about killing monsters.”
 
   Josh shrugged.  “I know,” he said.  “I just…I don’t know why we always play these stupid games.  I mean, some of them are fun.  But can’t we just, like, talk, or something?” 
 
   “We are talking,” Keith replied, clearly uncomfortable with the situation.  He’d been reluctant to visit Josh’s house in the first place.  
 
   “You know what I mean,” Josh said, brushing his friend’s shoulder with his hand.  The other boy recoiled slightly.  “I just want to talk, you know?  I’ve barely seen you in the past few weeks.”
 
   Keith shrugged.  “I’ve been busy with baseball,” he said.  “What about you?  What’ve you been up to?” 
 
   “I don’t know – not much, really,” Josh answered.  
 
   “What about Anna?  Did you hear about her little accident?” Keith asked, grinning.  “Right there in the middle of the cafeteria, and she pissed herself.  And not just a little bit either – they had to bring the janitor in to clean up the puddle.”
 
   “I heard,” Josh said.  “Have you seen her since then?”
 
   “She was back at school today,” Keith said.  “Sat in the back of class, avoided everyone.  Like anyone wants to be around someone like that, right?  But she’s your girlfriend, isn’t she?  You haven’t talked to her?”
 
   Josh shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “I tried to call her a couple of times, but she won’t answer her phone.  And she hasn’t responded to any of my texts.”
 
   “Guess it’s over, then,” Keith replied.  
 
   “So…um…baseball?  How’s the…ah…how’s the team doing?” Josh asked, eager to change the subject.  
 
   “Good,” Keith responded.  “Probably make it to state if we keep going like we’re going.  Which, you know…I mean…it was good hanging out, but…well…I’ve got to, you know, go.”
 
   He stood, and gathered his bag.  
 
   “Don’t you want to stay?” Josh asked, a plea in his voice.  “We can make some popcorn or something, and watch a movie.  Or ‘Dancing with the Stars’ is coming on tonight.  And –”
 
   “I-I’m just gonna go, man,” Keith said.  “I’m just gonna go.”
 
   And just like that, Keith was gone, leaving a confused Josh in his wake.  Then, as if coming out of a dream, he suddenly realized what he’d suggested.
 
   Dancing with the Stars? He’d never watched the program before in his life.  Sure, he’d seen a few commercials recently, and it did look interesting enough to check out.  But he would never have admitted anything of the sort to another guy – not on purpose at least.  That was on par with listening to Taylor Swift or liking the occasional romantic comedy – a definite masculinity faux pas.  
 
   If Josh was honest with himself, he would have admitted that he was a little glad Keith had left.  Not only did they seem to have increasingly less in common, but having to constantly check himself against his friend’s narrow view of masculinity was exhausting.  When Josh was alone, he could be himself.  But with his so-called friends, he was forced to adopt a mannish façade.  
 
   But Josh, like most people, was rarely honest with himself, and he buried the desire to discard that masculine mask deep down.  Pretending that he was the same person he’d always been, Josh grabbed the remote, and flipped the channel to “Dancing with the Stars” – just to check it out.  Not because he really wanted to see the outfits or the dancing or any of the hundred other reasons he really wanted to watch the show.  Never that.  
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   The stories tell us that magic is predictable, that it’s logical, and its practitioners always get what they want.  But I can tell you from my limited experience that that is simply not the case.  Curses – especially malicious ones - are like a living thing – wild and uncontrollable.  So it was with Anna and Josh.  I wish I knew the precise wording; maybe then, I could make some sense of the results.  But more likely, knowing the syntax wouldn’t lend any sort of understanding.  Such is the price for dealing with forces you don’t understand.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat on the toilet, praying for a miracle as she stared at the pregnancy test’s small window.  A box of disposable protective underwear sat on the counter, and for the first time in days, she gave them almost no thought.  Her incontinence was, for the moment, forgotten, pushed aside by a much larger problem.  She hadn’t had her period in nearly seven weeks, and was long overdue.  
 
   While she’d been on birth control pills for over a year, Anna knew that they weren’t exactly foolproof.  Like most teenaged girls, she’d heard horror stories about others who’d thought they were careful, who’d assumed they were safe from teenage pregnancy.  Of course, they weren’t.  They were the exceptions, the outliers.  Anna had little desire to join their ranks.
 
   So, she stared at the test, nausea threatening to overtake her delicate stomach, and waited.  It was the longest three minutes of her life – during which, her mind whirled with the consequences of a positive result.  Would she keep it?  Would she tell her parents?  Josh?  She didn’t have any answers to the dozens of related questions that popped into her brain.  It was a nightmare in progress.
 
   After what felt like an eternity, the small window on the end of the testing apparatus displayed the result.  
 
   “Yes!” she half-whispered, half-shouted as she read the negative result.  Relief flooded her mind as she re-read the result.  She wasn’t pregnant after all.  All of those difficult questions had been deemed irrelevant.  
 
   Anna was so excited that she didn’t even realize that a stream of urine had begun to trickle into the toilet – the first time in days that she’d used a commode like that.  She would have celebrated the occasion if she’d have done it consciously.  But she hadn’t.  It would have come regardless of her position – whether at school, in bed, or, as it happened, while she was sitting on the toilet. 
 
   Once she had finished her business, Anna tossed the test into the trash, and wiped herself.  She couldn’t help but notice that her bikini area remained completely smooth, despite the fact that she hadn’t shaved in weeks.  A quick check revealed that her entire body was similarly hairless.  Even the hair on her arms had mysteriously disappeared.  More than that, though, as she inspected her denuded body, she was forced to realize that her skin was quite a bit softer than it had ever been.  
 
   Chalking it up to good fortune (who actually liked shaving, anyway?), Anna retrieved a pair of protective underwear from the box, and slipped them up her hairless legs.  She’d abandoned the pads the week before; they were intended for tiny accidents delivered in brief spurts – not Anna’s complete lack of urinary control.  They simply weren’t up for the job at hand, and she’d been forced to wear something far more substantial.  Luckily, the thin diapers weren’t so bulky that they were readily apparent to anyone else – not like her night diapers.  Those were as bulky as they got, owing to the reality that Anna might have multiple accidents during the night.  
 
   Anna pulled the protective underwear into place, tugging them into position without thought.  She’d grown so used to their necessity that, on those rare occasions when she tried to wear normal panties (to uniformly disastrous effect), she practically felt naked without the safety net provided by her protective underwear.  After they were snugly in place, she gathered her favorite pair of pink sweatpants, and pulled them on as well.  Turning to inspect her rear, she noted that there was only the slightest indication that she was wearing anything abnormal.  Smiling, Anna left the glaringly pastel bathroom.  
 
   “Annie!” came her mother’s concerned voice.  “Wait up – are you okay?  You were in there for a while.  Your tummy’s not upset again, is it?”
 
   Anna groaned inwardly.  She hated her mother’s recently acquired habit of calling her “Annie”.  The name made her feel like a small child, which, if she was honest, was perfectly in keeping with her mother’s attitude.  Ever since the visit to the doctor, Wanda had taken to treating Anna like she was much younger than her seventeen years, babying her at every opportunity.  
 
   Anna shook her head.  “No, I’m fine.  I was just…I just…I’m fine,” she said.  
 
   “If you’re not feeling well, we can make some soup or something,” Wanda said.  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
   “I said I’m fine, mom,” Anna answered.  “I don’t need you to make soup.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Wanda asked.  Anna fixed her with a withering stare, making it clear that she did not, in fact, want soup.  “Okay – if you’re sure, we’re having pork chops.  Wash up, and join your father and me.”
 
   Anna almost objected that her hands were clean, and that she didn’t need to be reminded to wash them.  But then she realized that she hadn’t bothered to clean them after using the bathroom.  Without a word, she stepped back into the bathroom, and washed her hands.  By the time she got into the dining room, her mother had laid out their meal.  Pork chops, peas, and diced potatoes – an all-American meal.  Anna sat in her accustomed place.  
 
   The meal itself was unremarkable, save for the fact that Wanda insisted on cutting Anna’s pork chop for her.  Anna wanted to do it herself, but her hands didn’t quite seem to want to cooperate.  She could certainly accomplish the task, but it would have taken her quite a bit longer to cut her own meat.  Aside from that, the meal was pleasant enough.  Her parents talked about work, asked about school (about which she avoided talking), and gossiped about the neighbors.  
 
   When they’d each finished, Wanda said, “You should go ahead and get to bed, honey.”
 
   “But it’s only eight!” Anna objected.  “And I’m not even tired.”  Her lie was punctuated by a yawn.  
 
   “Don’t be silly,” Wanda said dismissively.  “Get into your night diaper, and get in bed.  Do you need help?  Honey,” she said, turning to her husband.  “Get the kitchen, would you?  I’m going to help Annie get ready for bed.”
 
   “I can do it myself!” Anna spat.  “I’m not a baby.”
 
   “I know, honey,” her mother responded.  “If you’re sure…”
 
   “I told you I can do it,” Anna said.
 
   “Okay, then,” Wanda said.  “Get upstairs, and show me what a big girl you are.”
 
   Anna wanted to argue.  She wanted to tell her mother in no uncertain terms that she was, in fact, a big girl.  She didn’t need to prove it.  However, she knew that such an argument would be fruitless, so she shoved herself away from the table, and marched upstairs.  
 
   Secretly, Anna would have loved some help.  The diaper’s velcro straps were difficult to manage, given her loss of dexterity, and it took her far longer to don the protective garment than it really should have.  But eventually, she had the bulky thing in place, and was reasonably satisfied that it wouldn’t leak during the night.   
 
   After settling herself into bed, Anna’s thumb immediately found her mouth, its familiar presence comforting her as she dozed off.  
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   I remember the moment when I realized that Anna was wearing diapers.  She’d faded so far into the social background that I hadn’t really noticed her for quite a while.  In fact, at the time, I thought the whole thing was over.  But as I walked behind her in the hall, I couldn’t help but noticed the extra bulk.  Sure, she was wearing sweatpants, but I could still see it.  At first, I thought it was just a bit of weight gain, but then I noticed that it didn’t quite have the right texture, the right shape.  Putting two and two together (the accident in the cafeteria was still fresh in everyone’s mind), it didn’t take much brainpower to come to the logical conclusion that she was wearing a diaper.  
 
   Look – I didn’t know what to think.  I really didn’t.  Confronted with that sort of realization, how was I supposed to react?  A seventeen-year-old girl wearing diapers isn’t something I was really prepared to deal with.
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh stood in his room, clutching the pair of panties as if his life depended on it.  Looking back, he couldn’t decide why he’d taken them.  Nor did he truly establish a plan for afterwards.  He’d been in the bathroom when he saw them crumpled on the floor, and he’d snatched them before thinking twice.  After retreating to his room (where he hoped he’d be safe from any scrutiny), he finally allowed himself to ponder the implications of the action.
 
   He knew very well what he wanted to do.  He’d imagined it so many times, after all.  It was a well-worn fantasy at that point.  He wanted to wear them, to slip them up his legs, tuck himself away, and pretend that he hadn’t been born a male.  But until he’d clandestinely stolen the feminine underwear, he had routinely slapped the fantasy aside before it could gain purchase in his mind.  As he stared at the panties, though, Josh couldn’t very well deny his desires.  
 
   It wasn’t that complicated, really.  The doctor’s supposition that he’d been taking female hormones (and the implication that he was, in fact, transgender) had awakened a side of Josh that he wasn’t altogether prepared to confront.  But as the days turned into weeks, the notion had taken root in his thoughts.  At first, it was just curiosity.  What if he was transgender?  What did that mean?  What would it be like to be a girl?  What would he wear? How would he act?  A thousand questions rolled through his mind, day by day, until it became something of an obsession that had culminated in the presence of the pilfered panties clutched in his hands.
 
   Looking down, he saw that they weren’t fancy, and were made from white cotton.  The cut was unmistakably feminine, but they were far too conservative (and large) to belong to his sister.  Like most girls her age (she was a year younger than Josh), she wasn’t in the habit of wearing anything so mundane as white cotton.  So, he reasoned, they must belong to his mother.  
 
   Before he knew the decision had been made, Josh began to undress.  He wanted to wear them, to feel them on his body, and, for a moment, pretend that he wasn’t a boy.  Pushing aside his mind’s objections – he knew he had no real rebuttals, anyway – he quickly removed his clothes, and without preamble, pulled the panties up his legs.  Once they were in place, he inexpertly tucked himself away, giving his groin a smooth appearance – at least as long as he didn’t move too much.  
 
   It was a revelation, the way it felt.  The panties fit poorly (his mother was a bit bigger than he was, especially after the weight loss), but that didn’t seem to matter.   With the panties hugging his hips, his mind let out a sigh of relief, exhaling weeks of pent-up frustration.  In that moment, he never wanted to wear his boxers again.
 
   Suddenly feeling freer than he’d felt in what seemed like years, Josh stepped in front of his full-length mirror.  He didn’t notice the room’s surroundings – the posters of athletes and scantily clad women faded into the background.  The sports trophies lining the walls were just hunks of cheap plastic, instead of reminders of a life he’d recently lost.  There was only him and the singular certainty that he was on the right path.  
 
   Then he looked into the mirror, and his world came crashing in on itself.  For a moment, he’d allowed himself to believe the fantasy that there wasn’t something horribly wrong with him.  But as he saw his reflection, he couldn’t deny that the person staring back at him was a stranger.  He’d continued to lose weight, and his body reflected the loss.  He’d quit weighing himself; the numbers had become depressing.  
 
   And that reality brought with it an inescapable feeling of shame.  Wearing the panties seemed only to accentuate the changes in his body; he looked like nothing so much as a prepubescent girl.  Thin chested, slim, and delicate, Josh couldn’t keep himself from wondering if he was ever going to regain his former physique.  Looking at his panty-clad groin, he wondered if he even wanted to.  
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   I thought I was stealing their popularity, and that was the end of it.  I really did.  That makes sense, right?  Two vain, self-centered bullies become social pariahs – that’s the sort of thing a curse is supposed to do, isn’t it?  But as I saw the changes happening in Josh, I knew that it was going further than that.  The mannerisms are what gave it away, I think.  Women just move differently than men, and vice versa.  So when you swap those traits, it’s pretty clear that something is wrong.  So when Josh started moving, talking, and emoting like a girl – well, I knew that the curse was doing its own thing.  Further, I instinctively knew that there was nothing I could do to stop it.  I was a powerless spectator.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna struggled to eat her meal.  Each time she dipped a quivering spoon into the green split-pea soup, she held her breath in concentration.  The utensil felt clumsy and foreign in her hand, like she’d never used a spoon before in her life.  She was so frustrated that she briefly considered discarding the tricky utensil, and drinking the soup straight from the bowl.  Propriety, however, prevented such an action.  So with each spoonful of soup, she leaned forward, hovering precariously close to the bowl as she slurped the soup.  
 
   “Oh, honey – you’re getting it all over your hair,” Wanda said, rising from the table.  
 
   Surprised, Anna felt her blonde hair.  It was wet with soup.  In her concentration, she hadn’t noticed that each time she leaned forward, her hair had fallen into the green concoction.  “S-sorry,” she said, turning to see her mother gathering something from one of the kitchen drawers.  “I didn’t notice.”
 
   “It’s okay, baby,” Wanda said, rummaging through the drawers.  After a few seconds, she grinned, saying, “Here we go!” She held up a pair of elastic hair ties.  “This’ll do the trick.”
 
   Anna didn’t bother asking her mother what she was planning.  It was readily apparent that she intended to tie Anna’s hair back so that it wouldn’t get into the soup.  However, she was a little surprised to find out that, when her mother finished, Anna was sporting a pair of pigtails – which she hadn’t worn since she was a small child.  Still, she couldn’t argue with their effectiveness.  
 
   The rest of supper went by without incident, and though she struggled, Anna managed to finish her meal.  Soon, she found herself getting ready for bed; donning her night diaper was just as frustrating as eating the soup, and she considered asking her mother for help.  That consideration only lasted a moment before being rejected by the thin streak of pride that remained within her mind.  She might be forced to wear a diaper, but she could put it on herself, dammit.  
 
   After a few minutes, she managed to get it into place, and before she climbed into bed, Anna looked in the mirror.  What she saw should have been alarming, but she’d begun to grow used to her bizarre transformation.  Not only had she continued to lose muscle (and weight), but she’d also lost a few inches in height.  Anna knew that she’d long since dipped below five feet tall, and that, combined with her much softer body gave her a very youthful appearance.  Most people would look at her, and assume that she was much younger than her seventeen years.  
 
   That youthful appearance had seemed to exacerbate Wanda’s motherly instincts, and the older woman had been going out of her way to protect her daughter.  It was rare that Anna found herself alone, away from her mother’s watchful eye, a fact which, if Anna was honest, was quite comforting, considering the alarming decrease in self-sufficiency.  
 
   School, by contrast, had become a living nightmare.  There was no safety net, and with her decreased size, Anna couldn’t help but feel incredibly vulnerable.  The other kids, particularly, were quite intimidating – even the freshmen.  She knew that if one of them told her to do something, she would obey without question.  And because of that, she often felt alienated from her peers.  Not that they seemed to notice; Anna had quickly slid down the social hierarchy, and settled in the mostly-anonymous zone.  
 
   More than that, though, she found that many of her interests were suddenly boring, confusing, or some combination of the two.  That applied to cheerleading, gymnastics, boys, and many of her favorite television shows.  It was a little disconcerting, not knowing what she liked.  To Anna, those things – her hobbies and interests – were her identity.  And without them, she had no idea who she was.  
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   Seeing a much-smaller Anna was a little alarming.  She’d once been a few inches over five feet tall (about my size), but seeing her a couple of months after the accident, I realized that she’d barely come up to my chin – if that.  She was positively tiny, and I would have bet that she didn’t weigh eighty pounds.  
 
   That’s when I got scared.  Before that, magic was a nuisance.  It was a barely-relevant tool for embarrassing my enemies.  But as I saw Anna’s tiny form timidly walking down the hall, I knew that it was so very much more than that.  It was a weapon, and I’d used it without understanding its nature.
 
    
 
    
 
   Looking down the hall – left, then right – Josh backed into his room.  He knew that he was home alone, but his paranoia was such that he couldn’t bring himself to take chances.  Quickly, he stripped out of his clothes, and went into the bathroom that he shared with his sister.  After turning on the water, he looked in the mirror, barely recognizing his own face.  
 
   No – that wasn’t true.  He did recognize his face, but it didn’t belong to him.  His jawline had softened, his brow wasn’t nearly as prominent as it once was, and his nose had narrowed significantly.  His cheekbones were quite a bit higher, and his eyes were larger.  In short, he looked like a short-haired, slightly taller version of his sister – minus the womanly curves and breasts.  To say that he was androgynous would be quite generous in regards to his masculinity.  Feminine would be a much better term.  
 
   Once the water had risen to an acceptable level, Josh turned the knobs, and the water ceased to flow from the faucet.  He stepped in, luxuriating in the hot water as he sank into the tub.  A recently acquired taste, Josh wondered why he had avoided baths in the past.  It was incredibly relaxing, after all.  
 
   While it was tempting to soak in the hot water, Josh reminded himself that he didn’t have all night.  Kate would be home in a few hours, and his mother would soon follow.  After retrieving his sister’s razor from where it rested on the edge of the tub (she never put her things away), Josh quickly lathered his legs, and began to shave the soft, blonde hairs.  Once he was satisfied, he switched legs.  Then, he progressed to what he thought of as his bikini area.  And finally, he removed the hair from under his arms.  
 
   Through the whole process, Josh wondered what his old friends would think if they ever saw his smooth skin.  Or his mother and sister.  And not for the first time, he questioned his own mindset.  After that first incident when he’d tried on his mother’s underwear, he’d repeatedly gone back for more until he progressed to an entire outfit – a skirt set he’d pilfered from his mother’s closet while she was at work.  It was baggy and ill-fitting, but while he wore it, Josh had felt a freedom he’d never experienced.  In short, it felt so absolutely right that he knew he’d revisit the experience.  And he did – multiple times, eventually experimenting with makeup as well.  
 
   But tonight, I’m going all the way, he thought, a giddy sensation spreading through his tummy.  It was dangerous and exciting in all the right ways.  
 
   Once Josh’s body was smooth, he rinsed himself off, and stepped out of the tub.  After drying off, he stared at himself in the mirror again, turning this way and that as he looked for stray hairs.  He didn’t find any, but he did notice that his nipples were a bit puffier than normal.  
 
   Satisfied that he’d done an acceptable job denuding his body, Josh went into his sister, Kate’s room.  It was as different from his as was possible.  The pastel yellow walls were largely bare, save for a cork board bearing a collage of various pictures of her friends.  The chest of drawers was painted white, and the bed bore a matching comforter.  In the corner stood a vanity, complete with a large, lighted mirror and a case of cosmetics.  
 
   Josh walked toward his sister’s chest of drawers, opened the second drawer from the top, and selected a pair of panties at random.  It was a pink thong with white trim – a far cry from the conservative underwear he’d thus far experienced.  With a nervous flutter in his stomach, he discarded the towel. 
 
   It was a strange feeling, being naked in his sister’s room.  He felt like an intruder.  Pushing the feeling to the back of his mind, Josh stepped into the panties, and pulled them up his newly shaven legs.  It was different, feeling the thong between his cheeks, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.  And his shrunken genitals only made a small bulge – noticeable, but far from manly.  
 
   After taking a moment to admire the way they fit – he wasn’t much bigger than his sister after all – Josh once again reminded himself that he was on the clock, and quickly moved to the vanity.  Opening the makeup case, he was a little intimidated by the breadth of cosmetics his sister owned.  There were dozens of shades of lipstick, two or three different foundations, various colors of eye shadow, eye liner, and a plethora of other options.  He’d thought himself prepared; he’d spent hours watching makeup tutorials on Youtube.  But confronted with the so many options, Josh nearly gave up then and there.  He’d come so far already, he told himself.  The makeup could wait for another day.  He could just wear the panties, and be happy; Kate wouldn’t even miss them.  
 
   No, he chided himself.  I came in here with a plan, and I’m going to do it.
 
   Steeling himself, he selected his cosmetics, and made a valiant (if laughably bad) first attempt at applying makeup.  However, he didn’t see the mistakes, the mismatched colors, or the sloppy application.  Like a young girl playing with her mother’s makeup, Josh only saw the glamour and femininity of a fully made-up face – aided in no small part by his own imagination.  
 
   Shaved smooth, panty-clad, and wearing a full face of makeup for the first time in his life, Josh was rolling along on a wave of giddy anticipation.  After a bout of exaggerated posing, Josh walked toward his sister’s closet.  Opening it, he was nearly overcome by the sheer number of choices before him.  There were dresses, skirts, and jeans.  Cute spaghetti-strapped tops, tee shirts, and shorts.  He ran his fingers along them, quivering with excitement as he felt the multitude of fabrics.  Briefly, he paused at the dress his sister had worn to homecoming.  
 
   No – too fancy.  I’m not ready for that, he thought.  
 
   Moving along, he stopped at his sister’s cheerleading uniform.  Shaking his head, he decided against it.  No – he wanted something more casual.  He wanted something a girl would wear every day.  Nothing special.  With that in mind, he selected a pair of white shorts and a graphic tee-shirt with the words “Girl Riot” across the front in fancy script.  
 
   As he dressed himself, it felt like he’d done it all before.  But it also felt so novel, the feelings doing battle in the depths of his stomach, sending a nervous tickle throughout his body.  The shorts were so much tighter than he was used to, and far shorter than any shorts he’d ever worn.  He felt positively scandalous when he finally buttoned them.  The shirt was tight, clinging to his torso like a second skin, which displayed his puffy, enlarged nipples quite prominently.  
 
   Once he was dressed, he looked in the mirror, and saw a strange mix of girl and woman.  Willowy limbs, a delicate face, pouty lips, and a model-thin body screamed femininity.  But he lacked any curves to speak of, making his protruding nipples all the stranger.  His makeup was bad.  He moved self-consciously, his mannerisms measured and careful.  His sister’s clothes didn’t fit quite right.  But in his mind, Josh was finally complete.  
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   I begged.  I pleaded.  I screamed and I shouted.  But Miriam wouldn’t help me.  She claimed that she couldn’t, that once a curse was unleashed, one had no choice but to wait it out.  Of course, I didn’t believe her.  I was convinced that anything that could be done could be undone.  Right or wrong, it doesn’t matter.  Whether it could be reversed was irrelevant.  Even if she could, I knew Miriam wouldn’t do it.  She wasn’t that kind of woman.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna lay on the couch, curled up into a ball as she contentedly sucked her pacifier.  The nearly constant thumb-sucking had caused the formation of a callus, so her mother had insisted that she suck on something a little less harmful.  Anna, of course, had resisted the suggestion, but eventually, her mother won the argument.  And so, she’d acquired a brand new accessory, and while she had at first resisted, the comfort it provided was absolutely undeniable.  She’d only had it for a couple of days, but it was already an indispensable part of her life, which presented problems all its own.
 
   “I think we should pull her out of school,” Wanda said, talking about Anna as if she wasn’t there.  “Just until she gets through this phase.  When she comes out of it, she can start back.”
 
   Her father replied, “But do you think that’s a good idea?  Pulling her out of school might make it worse.  When she’s there, she has to act like a big girl.  But here, she’s allowed to –”
 
   “She IS a big girl,” Wanda interrupted.  “She’s just having a problem.  And you heard what Dr. Webster said.  She needs to be somewhere she knows she’s safe.  And I don’t know if you remember high school, but ‘safe’ is definitely not a word I would use to describe that environment.  She needs to work through this in peace, Dan.”
 
   Dan shook his head.  “But do you really think this is the best course of action?” he asked, pointing to Anna.  “She’s wearing a diaper, for God’s sake.  She can hardly dress herself.  She barely talks anymore, and when she does, she’s got that fucking speech impediment.  And that’s not even considering the fact that she’s shrinking.  I know you trust those doctors, but –”
 
   “I do trust them,” Wanda said, her voice rising.  “And you should too.  Dr. Webster is one of the state’s leading developmental psychologists.  And Dr. Ramos is –”
 
   “Clueless,” Dan said, letting his frustration show.  “He doesn’t have a fucking clue what’s going on with her.  He can’t explain why she’s almost eight inches shorter than she used to be.  He can’t explain why her girl parts are regressing.  And –”
 
   “Girl parts?  Really, Dan?  Just say ovaries.  Or reproductive system.  And watch your language around our daughter.  She doesn’t need to hear that,” Wanda chided her husband.  
 
   “Whatever,” Dan said, throwing his hands in the air.  “I’m the bad guy, right?  Because I want to know what’s wrong with our daughter.  Because I want to know why the doctors just keep telling us what’s wrong, and don’t offer any solutions.  We can see what’s wrong.  We need to know how to fix her.”
 
   “We can’t,” Wanda said.  “You know that.  This is just a phase, and she’ll get better on her own.   They all agree that we’ve just got to wait it out.  And I for one think we should be thankful that she’s a perfectly healthy little girl.  Yeah – maybe she’s got a few problems, but, strictly speaking, there’s nothing physically wrong with her.”
 
   Dan’s jaw dropped.  “Nothing wrong?  Are you serious?  You are, aren’t you?” he said, rising.  “I just can’t…I can’t do this.  If you think we need to take her out of school, then that’s what you should do.  I’m just…I just…I’m going to go in to work.  I have a project I need to finish.”
 
   “It’s seven at night, Dan,” Wanda responded.  
 
   “It’s an important project,” was Dan’s response as he gathered his coat.  He’d only been home for an hour, and hadn’t bothered to change yet.  “I’ll be back later.”  With that, he was gone.
 
   Anna, who’d been trying her best to ignore the argument, took the pacifier from her mouth.  “Mom?  I…um…c-can you help me?  I think I-I had an accident,” she stammered, still trying to get used to her newly-acquired, but prominent lisp.  Try as she might, Anna couldn’t rid herself of the speech impediment.  
 
   “Oh, honey?  Are you wet again?” Wanda said, her voice soothing.  As soon as she spoke to her daughter, her voice had lost its edge.  “Go ahead and get on the floor.  I’ll go get your bag.”
 
   After replacing her pacifier, Anna climbed off of the couch as her mother disappeared into the kitchen.  Once she was in the middle of the floor, Anna lay on her back, her legs spread.  A few moments later, Wanda returned carrying a large diaper bag, which she set down next to Anna.  Anna looked away, trying to pretend she was elsewhere.  Meanwhile, Wanda rummaged through the bag, retrieving a fresh diaper and some baby wipes, which she set down next to Anna.  
 
   Anna wasn’t wearing any pants – she was clad only in her diaper and a tee-shirt – which gave her mother easy access.  Humming softly, Wanda went to work, first removing the soiled diaper, and setting it aside.  It was always so humiliating, lying there with her privates bare, but it had become a necessary embarrassment.  Anna simply couldn’t change herself easily; the last time she’d tried had taken her nearly an hour (it was almost as if she had a mental black where that was concerned).  
 
   Wanda set about cleaning Anna, making sure to get into every nook and cranny.  When she was done, her privates were clean but damp from the baby wipe.  Anna sucked on her pacifier furiously as her mother began the process of re-diapering her teenaged daughter.  After applying a bit of cream to Anna’s genitals, Wanda pushed her daughter’s legs together, and lifted her off of the ground.  It was a testament to how much weight Anna had lost that Wanda was able to lift her easily while placing the diaper beneath her.  The hard part done, it was only a few seconds before the new, un-soiled diaper was in position, and Anna was released from her humiliation.  
 
   The rest of the night passed without incident, and Anna soon found herself in bed.  Comforted by her new pacifier, she quickly fell asleep.  However, in the middle of a dream (in which she was playing with dolls), she was awoken by a sharp pain.  Her eyes flung open, and confusion gripped her.  She wasn’t in her familiar bed, surrounded by the soft comforter.  She was on the cold, hard floor.  Her pacifier lay a few feet away, and a blinding pain raced through her left side.  
 
   Anna let out a piercing, wordless wail.  Unable to think rationally, she only knew that she was in pain, in an unfamiliar place, and her only comfort lay out of reach.  She was as frightened as she’d ever been in her entire life – until the door opened, flooding her room with light, and revealing the comforting shape of her mother.
 
   “What’s wrong?  What’s wrong?” Wanda cried.  “What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
   “I…I…” Anna couldn’t get a word out through the sobs.  
 
   “Did you fall off your bed?” Wanda asked, kneeling beside her daughter.  She cradled Anna’s head in her lap.  “Is my baby okay?  Are you okay? Tell mommy where it hurts.”
 
   “I…I…m-my a-arm,” Anna stammered, the tears running down her cheeks.  
 
   “Oh, honey,” Wanda said, leaning down to kiss her daughter’s arm.  “It’s okay, baby.  It’ll be okay.”
 
   It took quite a while to pacify Anna, but eventually, some semblance of calm returned.  She wasn’t really hurt – just surprised, confused, and in a mild amount of pain – but in her mind, she’d been convinced that she was dying, and had reacted accordingly.  The next day, Anna’s bed was fitted with a set of rails that would prevent something like that from happening ever again.
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   Finding out that Anna had withdrawn from school wasn’t as shocking as it should have been.  In fact, it was met with indifference – the result of high school flightiness.  By that point, the student body had already moved on; she’d long since ceased being Anna, the head cheerleader, and had become the weird girl who’d pissed herself in the cafeteria.  So her sudden withdrawal wasn’t exactly news.  But to me, it was the latest reminder of what I’d done.
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh sat in the back of the class, trying to concentrate on Mr. Evans’ lesson.  He was unsuccessful in that endeavor.  Instead, he found himself constantly shifting in his seat while trying not to think about the panties he was wearing beneath his jeans.  The decision to wear them had been a split second thing; he certainly hadn’t thought it through.  But he couldn’t deny the fact that it was exciting in ways he wasn’t altogether prepared to confront.  
 
   “Hurd!” the teacher said, the sharpness of his voice cutting through Josh’s thoughts.  When Josh looked up, startled, Mr. Evans said, “Solve for X,” while pointing at the chalkboard.  
 
   Panicked, Josh said, “I…um…I can’t…I need to –“ 
 
   Thankfully, the bell rang, saving Josh from having to admit that he couldn’t solve the equation.  
 
   “Saved by the bell,” Mr. Evans said.  “Homework – pages 208 to 215 – and show your work this time.  Hurd – stay after class for a moment.”
 
   Josh swallowed hard, and shoved his things into his backpack.  While waiting for the other students to disperse, he had ample opportunity to study his teacher.  In his mid-40s, Mr. Evans was still fit, and had short, salt-and-pepper hair.  He had an air of easy authority, and carried himself with confidence.  
 
   Once the other students had left the classroom, Mr. Evans said, “Look – Josh.  I know you can do the work.  That’s not what this is about.  And you’re still passing.  But your performance has dipped in the past couple of months.  I understand that you’re going through a lot, what with baseball and…um…everything.  So if you need some extra help, or if you need someone to talk to, I’m here.  So are all of your teachers, okay?  You know that, right?”
 
   Josh was at a loss.  Was it really so obvious that he was going through some changes?  He’d tried so hard to hide his weight loss.  He’d been wearing thick, baggy clothes for weeks.  Or was it his departure from the baseball team?  The loss of his scholarship offers?  Those were common knowledge.  
 
   “I-I’m fine,” Josh said.  “Really, Mr. Evans.  I’m okay.  And I’m sorry about not paying attention a minute ago.  I guess I’m just sort of out of it today.”
 
   Mr. Evans waved away the apology.  “It’s not a big deal.  If you do the homework, you’ll be fine.  But it’s a serious offer – if you need to talk, I’m here.  That’s all.”
 
   Josh nodded.  “I’ll keep that in mind.  But, um…I’ve got to get to my n-next class, okay?  If I need to talk, you’ll be the first person I come to.”
 
   After reiterating his offer, Mr. Evans dismissed Josh, who was eager to get away.  It had been an awkward conversation, and Josh had absolutely no intention of ever involving one of his teachers in his life.  He had little desire to tell any of them – least of all, Mr. Evans – about his problems.  
 
   Josh pushed through the door, and into the crowded hallway, still going over the strange conversation in his mind.  The offer had been genuine, he was sure.  Mr. Evans certainly did want to help.  It wasn’t judgmental or accusatory.  But Josh wasn’t comfortable thinking about the changes in his life, much less talking about them to someone like Mr. Evans.  
 
   Needing to relieve himself, Josh made his way to the bathroom, and ducked inside.  Luckily, it was empty; ever since his changes had begun, he’d been uncomfortable in such close proximity with other boys.  Going into one of the stalls, Josh closed the door, turned his back to the commode, and began unbuttoning his jeans.  Once they were unfastened, he hooked his fingers under their waist, and pulled them down his thighs to gather at his ankles.  Next came his panties – a light blue pair that had darker trim – which he pushed to mid-thigh.  It wouldn’t do for someone to see them beneath the stall.  
 
   Sitting, Josh let go, and a stream of urine splashed into the toilet.  Once he was finished, Josh wiped himself, and re-dressed.  It had never even occurred to him to use one of the urinals.  Sitting had just seemed so much more natural, and he hadn’t thought twice about it.  After flushing the toilet, Josh pushed the stall door open to see a pair of boys walking into the bathroom.
 
   Keith looked as burly as ever, but the other boy – named Austin – dwarfed Josh’s former best friend.  Josh froze, recognizing the flash of anger in Keith’s eyes.  
 
   “What the fuck are you doing in here?” Keith snarled.
 
   “I’m j-just using the bathroom,” Josh answered, doing his best to diffuse the situation.  
 
   “Fucking fag should be using the girls’ bathroom,” Austin said, nudging his friend as he let out a guffaw.  “He’d fit in better in there.”
 
   Josh knew he was in a dangerous situation.  He’d been on the other side of such an encounter on numerous occasions.  Both Keith and Austin were spoiling for a fight, and Josh was a conveniently powerless opponent.  There were well aware that Josh posed little (if any) threat, and, like all bullies, were willing to exploit that superiority to embarrass someone they considered different.  
 
   “I d-don’t want any trouble,” Josh stammered, the color draining from his face.  He was afraid – truly scared – for the first time in years.  
 
   “Trouble?” Keith said, looming.  “It’s no trouble, faggot.  We’re just trying to do a public service.  Girls aren’t supposed to be in the boys’ bathroom, right, Austin?”
 
   “I’m not a girl,” Josh insisted, though he knew it would do little good.  
 
   “You look like a girl to me,” Keith said.  “What do you think?  She looks like a girl, right?” 
 
   “Definitely a chick,” Austin grunted.  “Or might as well be.”
 
   “See?  Two against one,” Keith stated, trying to sound reasonable.  “Majority rules.  I think we ought to show her where she belongs.  Don’t you, Austin?” 
 
   The bigger boy didn’t answer.  Instead, he grabbed Josh by the shoulders, pushed him down, and put him in a headlock.  Josh struggled mightily, but it did little good.  He was trapped, barely able to breathe, and was unable to resist as Austin dragged him from the bathroom.
 
   The halls were largely empty; the next period was about to start, and the vast majority of students had already made their way to their respective classes.  The few students present did their very best to pretend that Josh wasn’t being dragged toward the girls’ bathroom.  
 
   He tried to protest.  He tried to escape.  He punched and flailed.  Kicked and squirmed.  But Austin’s grip was too strong, and he had little hope of escape.  Until a strong voice echoed through the hall, “What the hell are you doing?!” 
 
   Immediately, Josh felt Austin’s grip loosen, and he fell to the floor, gasping for air.  Rubbing his neck, Josh looked up to see Mr. Evans striding down the hall, his face awash with righteous anger.  
 
   “I asked what’s going on here!” he spat.  
 
   “We were just…ah…horsing around,” Keith said, his lie evident.  
 
   “Yeah – just wrestling a bit with our friend,” Austin echoed.  “Right, Josh?” 
 
   Josh wanted so badly to expose their lie, but he knew that tattling would only make it worse.  If he covered for them, there was the slim chance that they’d leave him alone in the future.  That small possibility was enough to make the decision for him.  
 
   “Y-yeah,” Josh said.  “Wrestling.”
 
   Clearly, Mr. Evans didn’t believe the lies, but stripped of its victim, the situation had transformed from bullying to horseplay.  To Austin and Keith, he said, “Go to class.  Now.”
 
   The two boys glared at Josh, making it clear what the consequences for snitching would be, then walked away.  Mr. Evans extended a hand to Josh, who took it, hesitantly letting the teacher help him to his feet.  In that moment, Josh felt a rush of nervousness, a giddy feeling that he hadn’t been expecting.  He smiled shyly.  “T-thanks,” he said, his voice rising an octave.  Had the man always been so damned handsome?
 
   “You know that they’re just going to do it again, don’t you?” Evans said.  “If you don’t let us do something about it, they’re going to keep picking on you.”
 
   Josh shrugged, trying his best to appear nonchalant.  “I can handle it,” he said, knowing full well that he couldn’t.  “They’re just messing around.  I’ll be fine.”
 
   “The offer still stands,” Mr. Evans said.  “From earlier, I mean.  If you need to talk, I’m here.”
 
   Josh wanted so badly to take the man up on it, but he was having trouble processing the influx of emotions rushing into his mind.  In that moment, Evans seemed like a different person – strong, handsome, experienced, and comforting.  It was an epiphany, a moment of clarity informed as much by Evans’ actions as by his appearance.  
 
   “I-I’m okay,” Josh said, trying to mask his sudden and inexplicable attraction.  “Really.  I’m okay.  Thanks, though.  But I’m okay.”
 
   “If you say so,” Evans said, looking into Josh’s eyes.  It felt like he was staring into Josh’s soul.  “Go ahead and get to class, then.”
 
   Josh didn’t answer.  He couldn’t.  All he could do was stare as his brand new crush walked away.  
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   After realizing that, under no circumstances was Miriam going to help me, I had to make a decision.  Was I going to sit back, and allow the curse to ruin a pair of lives, or was I going to do everything in my power to reverse what I’d set into motion?  On the surface, it seems like a simple choice.  It really does.  But it’s much more complicated than it appears at first glance.  I think a big part of me felt like they deserved whatever they got.  After all, they had set my best friend onto the path of suicide.  Shouldn’t they be punished for that?
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat on the floor across from Casey, the two-year-old daughter of her mother’s friend, Mia.  She was clad only in a pale yellow tee-shirt and her ever-present diaper, and had a doll clutched in her hands.  Casey was similarly attired, save that she wore a pink bodysuit that left her chubby legs bare, but did little to hide her bulky diaper.  At first, Anna had been convinced to play with the much-younger girl on the pretense that it would keep Casey happy and busy, but she’d quickly found the act soothing and, surprisingly, quite interesting.  Within a few minutes, she was at least as engaged as the toddler.  
 
   While the two played with their nearly-identical dolls, their mothers sat on the nearby couches, sipping wine as they talked about their lives.
 
   “I don’t get him,” Mia said, taking a sip from her nearly-empty glass.  “He’s just so distant, like he doesn’t even care about me.  Ever since we had the baby, he hasn’t wanted to do anything.  And he works so much that I barely see him.”
 
   Wanda shrugged.  “Have you tried talking to him about it?” she asked.
 
   Mia replied, “Of course I have.  He listens, and he seems to understand.  But the next day, he goes back to doing the same things.”  She ran her hand through her long, auburn hair.  “Do you think he’s cheating on me?” 
 
   Wanda leaned forward, patting her friend’s arm.  “No – of course not,” she said.  “He’s just reacting to the changing dynamic in your family.  It’s not like any of it was planned.  He’s just getting used to being a dad is all.”
 
   “But what about the sex?” Mia asked.  “Or the lack thereof.  He barely even touches me anymore.  And when he does, it’s like it’s an obligation.  Like he’s only doing it because he HAS to.”
 
   Anna only caught snippets of the conversation; once, it might have been interesting to her, but such talk had become increasingly boring over the previous months.  Doing something active – like entertaining her new friend, Casey – was so much more engaging.  Still, she couldn’t ignore her mother’s conversation completely.
 
   “Men are strange, Mia,” Wanda said, shaking her head.  “Dan goes long stretches where he doesn’t want anything to do with me.  He looks at porn almost every day – and it’s not just normal stuff, you know?  I’ve found all sorts of weird things on his computer.”
 
   “But what does that have to do with Chuck?” Mia asked.
 
   “I’m just saying that there could be a dozen plausible explanations, and most of them have nothing to do with your relationship,” Wanda replied.  “He could be overworked.  He could be stressed out.  Or he could just be freaked out by the fact that you squeezed a child out of there.  Whatever the case, he’ll get over it, and you’ll get through it eventually.”
 
   “But what if he IS cheating?” Mia asked.  
 
   “Then he’ll make a mistake, right?” Wanda stated.  “They always do.  If and when that happens, you leave his ass.”
 
   As the conversation went on, Anna’s concentration drifted to a familiar, wet sensation in her diaper.  She tried to ignore it; she didn’t want to reveal her incontinence to strangers, after all, and she never even considered the reality that her diaper-clad bottom had already done that.  However, as her wet diaper became increasingly more uncomfortable, Anna realized that she had little choice in the matter.  She’d tried to ignore it in the past, and the result had been a painful rash.  
 
   Rising, Anna tapped her mother’s arm, trying to get the woman’s attention as discretely as possible.  Turning to her daughter, Wanda said, “What is it dear?” 
 
   Trying to whisper through her now-familiar speech impediment, Anna said, “I-I…um…I need some…uh…help.  With my…ah…problem.”
 
   Wanda favored her daughter with a motherly smile, asking loudly, “Did you have an accident, baby?”  Anna nodded, her cheeks reddening.  “That’s okay, honey.  Let’s get you changed.”
 
   When Anna started walking down the hall, her mother stopped her.  “Where are you going, honey?  We can do it right here.”
 
   Turning, Anna asked, “R-right here?  B-but Miss Mia…”
 
   “Has seen it all before,” Wanda provided.
 
   “It’s okay, Annie,” Mia said, trying to appear nonchalant.  Clearly, she was a little put off by the situation, however.  A seventeen-year-old girl wearing diapers was one thing, but seeing the same girl being changed like a toddler?  That was something altogether different.  It didn’t matter that, at her present size, Anna looked quite a bit younger.  No one would ever mistake her for an age appropriate for diapers.  
 
   Wanda asked, “Do you happen to have a changing mat?  She’s started to get a little messy lately.  I swear, she went off like a fountain when I changed her last night.”
 
   “In the diaper bag,” Mia said, pointing to a bag leaning against the kitchen table.  “Wipes are in there too.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve got plenty of those,” Wanda said, moving toward the table.  After a few seconds of rummaging through the bag, she pulled the mat out, unfolded it, and set it on the table.  Turning to a still-stunned Anna, she said, “C’mon baby.  Up you go.”
 
   Anna didn’t know what to do.  If she made a big deal of it, she knew it would be that much more humiliating.  And it would likely do little good.  No matter how she reacted, the reality of it was that she couldn’t change herself.  She needed her mother’s help, and Mia would know that one way or another.  It didn’t matter if she saw it or not. 
 
   Legs wobbling, Anna walked to the kitchen table, and, with her mother’s help, climbed onto the changing mat.  It was cold and plastic.  Anna spread her legs, giving her mother easy access to the soiled diaper.  She closed her eyes, and popped her pacifier into her mouth, trying to pretend that she was somewhere else as her mother changed her.  It didn’t take long, but the whole process felt like it took an eternity.  And all the while, Anna couldn’t escape the knowledge that her business was on full display.  It was, to date, the most humiliating experience of her young life.  
 
   Once the diaper change had been completed, Anna opened her eyes to Wanda’s smiling face.  Her expression was comforting, after a fashion – especially in the wake of such an embarrassing sequence of events.
 
   “There, baby – all clean,” she said, hooking her hands under Anna’s arms, helping her to a sitting position, and then off of the table.  Patting her on her diapered butt, Wanda said, “Now go play with your dolls while mommy gets another glass of wine.”
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   For weeks, I delved deeply into my family tree, trying to find some solution to the curse.  Instinctively, I knew that time was short; it wouldn’t be long before the changes were permanent.  My only hope was to find another family member who might be able to help prevent that eventuality.   It was an awkward subject to broach – how do you ask if someone’s a practitioner of magic without sounding like a complete wacko?  Even though I found myself on the wrong side of quite a bit of laughter, abruptly ended phone calls, and outright hostility, I soldiered on.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh lay in bed, staring at his ceiling while trying to come to grips with the direction his life had taken.  Not only had he had to endure the bullying attention of his schoolmates, he found himself struggling to make sense of his burgeoning romantic inclination towards his teacher, Mr. Evans.  His dreams were dominated by idealized versions of the man, and to his shame, they weren’t exactly G-rated.  More than that, though, the crush had begun to creep into his everyday life.  More than once, he’d caught himself doodling hearts encircling the teacher’s name (which he then furiously scratched away, hoping to hide his feelings beneath a layer of ink).  To date, no one had seen the evidence of his crush, but he knew it was only a matter of time.
 
   With a sigh, Josh rose from the bed, and walked into the bathroom.  He didn’t even bother to look into the mirror; he knew what he’d see, after all – a rapidly feminizing version of himself.  His body had long since abandoned even the barest semblance of masculinity.  Not only had he lost nearly all of his hard-won muscles, but his body had begun to change shape as well.  And while he couldn’t lay claim to womanly curves, the seeds of a feminine form had been laid.  Josh knew it was only a matter of time before the changes blossomed into something far more pronounced.
 
   Without thought, he slipped his (or more appropriately, his sister’s) shorts down his smooth thighs.  His panties quickly followed, and he sat on the toilet, and relieved himself.  Like his feminine depilation, Josh had adopted many girlish habits.  Some were conscious (like his ever-improving use of makeup) while others were instinctual (like sitting to pee).  Whatever the case, his mannerisms and habits had quickly been overcome by femininity.  
 
   After wiping himself, Josh absently looked down at the scrap of toilet tissue, and was more than a little alarmed to see a red streak of watery blood on the paper.  Panic rising in his throat, Josh gripped his shrunken penis between his thumb and forefinger, looking for a wound of some sort.  Finding no such injury, he inspected his panties, and was horrified to see a similarly red stain in the crotch.  
 
   “Oh God,” Josh whispered.  “Oh God.  Oh God.  Oh God.”
 
   A million horrible explanations raced through his mind, exacerbated by the reality of the transformation which had wracked his body.  Afraid and alone, Josh felt the beginnings of a panic attack threatening to take root.  He couldn’t stop it any more than he could stop the changes he’d experienced.
 
   Somehow, Josh found himself curled into a ball, leaning against the bathroom wall as he stared at his balled-up panties.  He didn’t know how long he sat there, thinking the absolute worst thoughts.  It had to be quite a while, because, in the interim, his mother returned from work.  
 
   “Josh!” she called from down the hall, the echo of her voice snapping Josh from his miserable meditation on his newest problem.  “Josh – are you home?” 
 
   “I-I’m in here,” Josh replied, his voice cracking with emotion. 
 
   Without warning, his mother burst into his room, saying, “You won’t believe what happened at work today.  I got prom-”
 
   Josh tried to react.  He attempted to hide the panties.  But he couldn’t conceal the fact that he’d been crying.  Or that he’d been doing so in something akin to an upright fetal position.  Or the telltale drops of blood on the bathroom’s tile floor.  At his mother’s horrified expression, Josh insisted, “I-I’m fine.  Don’t panic, mom.  I’m fine.”
 
   “Is that…Is that blood?” she asked, pointing to the bloodstained tiles.  “What happened?  And why do you have your sister’s panties?  And –”
 
   Josh looked away, embarrassed.  He’d known that it was a long time coming, but his mother deserved to know about his ever-growing gender identity issues.  More than that, she needed to know the extent of the changes which had transformed his body.  He’d been hiding beneath layers of baggy clothes, and he was quite sure she didn’t fully realize the breadth of the changes.  
 
   “Y-yes,” he said.  The decision to come clean gave him a curious strength.  Surely, his mother would know the answer to his problems.  “It’s blood.  But there’s more.  A lot more.  If you can…um…let me put something on, I can explain.”
 
   His mother nodded, wordlessly giving her consent, and retreated to Josh’s bedroom.  Unwilling to put the soiled panties back on, Josh wrapped a towel around his waist and followed her.  After retrieving a pair of too-large briefs from one of his drawers, Josh quickly donned them behind his mother’s back.  
 
   “Okay,” he said, taking a deep breath.  As soon as his mother turned around, she gasped.  Josh’s transformation was on full display – the weight loss, the alteration of his musculature, and his burgeoning curves were bare.  Their combination produced a picture of developing femininity that was undeniable.  
 
   “Oh my God,” his mother, Phyllis, whispered, her hand at her mouth.  “What…what happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Josh replied truthfully.  “But it’s not stopping.  It must be like Dr. Patel said – the estrogen I mean.  Or progesterone.  Whatever.  Female hormones.   I don’t know.”
 
   “And the blood?” she asked, clearly sequestering her emotions behind a mental wall.
 
   “I don’t know,” Josh responded.  “It was just…there.”
 
   He sat beside his mother, and the two were silent for a long moment.  
 
   “You’ve been wearing your sister’s clothes, haven’t you?” Phyllis asked.  “When nobody’s here.  Makeup too, right?” 
 
   Josh nodded.  “I don’t know why.  I just…it’s like a compulsion.  But when I do, it just…I just feel right.  I know it’s wrong, but when I’m dressed in boys’ clothes, there’s this fear, you know?  Like the beginnings of a panic attack that never really comes.  I don’t know.  I just…mom…” Josh said.  His mother turned to him.  “W-what’s wrong with me?” 
 
   “I don’t know, honey,” Phyllis replied, putting her arm around his narrow shoulders.  “But we’re going to find out.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Josh sat on the examination table, idly browsing the internet on his phone.  He’d undergone a battery of invasive tests – everything from having a camera shoved down his throat to enduring a colonoscopy and numerous x-rays – and was awaiting the results.  The bleeding hadn’t stopped; in fact, the flow had increased until he’d had no choice but to wear one of his sister’s sanitary pads, which was a constant reminder that there was something very wrong.  Despite his phone’s distraction, Josh’s mind whirled with a series of terrible scenarios.  His mother was similarly afflicted by anxiety, but she hid it behind a blank expression and stoic optimism.  
 
   Thankfully, they didn’t have to wait long.  A quick succession of knocks announced Dr. Patel’s arrival.  When the doctor entered, she bore a grave expression.  She closed the door behind him, and sat on the stool.  
 
   “We’ve figured some things out,” she said, the barest hint of an accent coating her voice.  “But before we get into this, you need to know that there’s nothing wrong with you.  You’re as healthy as could be expected.”
 
   “Healthy?” Phyllis asked, her stoicism cracking.  “How could he be healthy?”
 
   “Because strictly speaking, he’s not a he,” Patel responded indelicately.  At the confused expression on Phyllis’s face, she continued, “Your son is intersex.”
 
   “Intersex?” Josh blurted.
 
   “What does that mean?” Phyllis asked at the same time.  
 
   “Josh’s case is quite unique, but being intersex means that a person has characteristics of both genders,” Patel explained.  “In Josh’s case, that means having the reproductive system of a female while having the external appearance of male genitalia.”
 
   “W-what…” Josh stammered. 
 
   “Inside, you’re a girl,” Patel said.  “Outside, you’re a boy.  It’s really quite an interesting case, and –”
 
   “Interesting?!” Phyllis echoed.  “You just said m-my son’s a fucking hermaphrodite, and you’re calling it ‘interesting’?  What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “Poor choice of words,” Patel allowed.  “I apologize.  But the fact remains that I’ve never seen anything like this.  No one has.  That he has a fully functioning female reproductive system and that he’s currently going through puberty is an astounding –”
 
   “I’m going through what?” Josh interrupted.  “I already went through puberty, and –”
 
   “That’s what makes it so strange,” Patel replied, her excitement threatening to exceed the bounds of propriety.  “Your body is effectively correcting itself.  That explains the loss of masculine sexual characteristics.  And it portends a very feminine puberty.”
 
   “Can’t you stop it?!” Phyllis asked.
 
   “Stop it?” Patel responded.  “It’s already started.  What do you think that blood was? Your son – or rather, your daughter – has begun menstruating.  I wouldn’t be surprised if, within a year, he – or she, rather – is indistinguishable from any other female.  Aside from the penis, of course.  But through corrective surgery, I’m sure we could change that.  In fact, I know a fantastic surgeon who specializes in –”
 
   “Wait – are you suggesting that we should have his penis removed?” Phyllis asked.  Josh sat in stunned silence, trying to wrap his mind around the implications of the doctor’s diagnosis.  
 
   “Of course,” Patel said, seeming confused.  “Don’t you understand what I’m telling you?  Your child has been mistakenly living her life as a boy.  No matter what you think you know, his body has asserted itself, and is correcting its own mistake.  She has a completely functional, completely normal female reproductive system.  The only thing missing is a vagina.  I know it’s difficult to understand, but you have only two choices:  let her live her life as a pseudo-male, or do whatever we can to aid nature’s corrective action.”
 
   “A pseudo-male?” Josh asked.  “What about testosterone?  What about surgery?  I’ve seen transgender men who don’t look like women.”
 
   “Given your body’s obvious transformative potential, I think it would be absolute folly to believe that hormones would do any good,” Patel said.  “And surgery can certainly help.  It might even be a viable option.  But you have to ask yourself if that’s what you really want.  If it is, we can certainly aid your transition.”
 
   Josh shifted uncomfortably as he considered his options.  
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   I was ready to give up.  I truly was.  In the face of failure after failure, I’d only learned the barest minimum about curses.  I certainly hadn’t discovered the secret of their reversal.  My grades dropped. I abandoned my friends.  And, wracked by guilt over what I’d done, I spent every spare moment researching magic.  It was, I knew, a fruitless endeavor.  If it was so easily accessible, everyone would practice witchcraft.  
 
   During that time, I realized that my aunt was, in fact, evil.  I couldn’t remember much of her spellcasting, but I could recall enough to establish that fact once I had some context.  Used properly, magic can be a very beneficial tool.  It’s subtle and benevolent by nature.  But bent to a terrible purpose, it can quickly morph into something else entirely.  That’s what my aunt did.  And undoing her work was proving impossible.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna gripped the countertop, steadying herself as she tried to subvert her mother’s rules.   It wasn’t that they were terribly oppressive — she was simply forbidden to leave the house alone.  And it certainly wasn’t that Anna didn’t understand their necessity.  She did.  She’d grown increasingly unsteady on her feet, and frequently fell.  More than that, she had continued to shrink, and as a result, looked like a prepubescent girl.  
 
   A wave of doubt crashed against her will, and she almost gave up.  The world seemed so much bigger and forbidding than it once had – a product of her confinement, no doubt.  Shaking her head, she steeled herself against the doubts.  No – I’m seventeen years old.  If I want to walk to the gas station, I will.  And nobody can stop me.
 
   It wasn’t a long trip – maybe a half mile down well-lit sidewalks – and it was one she’d made frequently for as long as she could remember.  It shouldn’t have been a scary prospect, but despite her unassailable logic, it was.
 
   Anna wore a mismatch of clothes, owing to the fact that nothing she owned fit properly.  She’d had to rummage all the way to the back of the closet in order to find anything that fit.  There wasn’t much (most of it was from when she was in elementary school), and she had little choice but to take what she could get.  The resulting outfit would have been comical if it weren’t for the circumstances.  A blue, slightly small Winnie the Pooh tee-shirt, garishly pink shorts (that did little to hide her diaper), and a pair of sneakers that lit up with each step completed the ensemble.  
 
   Anna knew she looked ridiculous.  And she knew it wasn’t a good idea.  But none of that mattered; she had her mind set on going to the store (to get candy, of all things), and she wasn’t going to let anything stop her.  
 
   She took a deep breath, then removed her hand from the counter.  She promptly lost her balance, and fell to the kitchen’s linoleum floor.  Moisture welled up in her eyes, and she began to cry tears of frustration and pain.  She stood, using the counter as to pull herself up, and waited for a long moment before letting go of the counter again.  She fell.  Again.  And again.  And again.
 
   By the time Anna gave up, tears were flowing freely down her smooth cheeks.  She’d been beaten by the simple act of standing up.  Instead of trying to stand again, Anna rolled onto all fours, and crawled out of the kitchen.  
 
   About twenty minutes later, Anna’s mother returned (she’d been over at the neighbor’s house), and as soon as Wanda saw the state of her daughter, she rushed to the crying girl.  Cradling Anna in her arms, she tried to sooth her.  Anna barely heard the words, but the tone was comforting.  After a few minutes, Anna began to feel a little better.  
 
   Wanda sniffed.  “What’s that smell?” She sniffed again.  Bending double, she put her nose near her daughter’s diaper.  “Oh – did you make a stinky?” 
 
   Anna hadn’t even noticed it, but as soon as her mother asked the question, she knew the answer.  She nodded, her cheeks reddening.  
 
   “Oh, baby – don’t be embarrassed,” Wanda said.  “It’s not your fault.  Let’s get you changed, okay?  Do you want your binky?” 
 
   Anna nodded, and her mother quickly found her pacifier.  As soon as it was cleaned, Wanda popped it into her daughter’s mouth.  Anna sucked it eagerly as she crawled to the center of the floor, where she assumed the changing position.  
 
   The shorts were incredibly difficult to remove (and Anna assumed that, given the smell, it was probably quite unpleasant for her mother), but eventually, Wanda managed it, and began the now-familiar process of changing her daughter’s dirty diaper.  While it was rare for Anna to unknowingly defecate into the diaper, it was becoming increasingly more common.  Soon, Anna knew, she’d have as little control over her bowels as she did over her bladder.  
 
   It should have been an alarming realization, but like everything else, she knew that she had little choice but to accept it.  And while it was incredibly embarrassing, it was becoming an unchangeable part of her life.  
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   I had my first breakthrough nearly four months after the curse’s original casting, and, at the time, it seemed groundbreaking.  In retrospect, it did little more than highlight my failures.  During my consultation with a would-be witch (who was little more than a lifelong amateur), I found out how to shift my sight so as to see a curse’s effects.  It was a simple spell – child’s play, really – but to someone like me, it was proof that it wasn’t all in my mind.  It was an important step in the right direction.
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh stood next to his mother, watching as his beloved Camaro backing out of the driveway, its throaty roar fading as its new owner drove it away.  Josh was glad to see it go; it was ostentatious and unnecessarily impractical, after all.  But it was also a big part of his personality, a tangible representation of his old life, of his relationship with his father, and for that, he was sad to have sold it.  Sensing his momentarily nostalgic regret, Phyllis patted him on the shoulder.
 
   “It’s better this way,” she said.  “He would have understood.”
 
   For a moment, Josh was taken aback by the statement.  Surely, his father would have understood.  That was a given.  Through the lens of loss, his father stood as the pinnacle of reason, masculinity, and kindness.  In Josh’s memories, the man was utterly perfect.  The Camaro had originally been his, and upon his death, the muscle car had been passed along to Josh, his son.  
 
   “I know,” Josh replied, feeling a little choked up.  For so long, the car had been one of the most important things in his life; certainly, it had been his most prized possession.  But as he’d changed, so had his feelings toward the vehicle.  Each time he looked at it, he was reminded of what he’d lost, of what he was becoming.  More than that, though, his attitude had changed.  He didn’t need a loud, aggressive, and intimidating extension of his masculinity.  No one did, really.  It was an absolutely silly idea belonging to a boy who wanted so badly to live up to his father’s standard.  But Josh was no longer a boy, and as such, he didn’t need to emulate his father’s image.
 
   It was certainly an important step in Josh’s impending transition.
 
   “I know you’ve got mixed feelings about it,” Phyllis stated.  “But it’s good.  We can get you something else that fits you better, and we’ll have money left over.  If I would have known the thing was worth that much, we would have sold it a while back.”
 
   “Yeah,” Josh said noncommittally.  “It’s fine.  It’s okay.  Really.  I wanted to do it.”
 
   Small talk about the Camaro’s replacement – Josh had his eye on a Mini Cooper – pushed the conversation along as the two went back into the house.  His mother went into the kitchen to prepare supper while Josh went down the hall, and into his room.  Collapsing onto the bed, Josh tried to ignore the changed décor.  Gone were the posters featuring half-naked bikini models, athletes, and cars.  The sports trophies sat in a series of boxes in the corner, out of sight, and perhaps more importantly, out of mind.  The evidence of Josh’s life (and previous identity) had been stripped away, leaving blank walls in its wake.  
 
   Ostensibly, Josh hadn’t made a decision about his future, but in his mind, he knew which way he’d go.  The only thing holding him back was the memory of his old life.  He’d been happy before his body had asserted itself.  He’d been sure of his place in the world.  And that surety, that certainty, left its mark.  He wanted those feelings again.  Lying back, he closed his eyes, knowing full well that such a recovery was impossible.  He had little choice but to forge ahead, making as much as he could of his new situation.  
 
   But what is that situation? 
 
   While Josh knew that more changes were coming, he didn’t know their extent.  The doctor had said that he’d be indistinguishable from any other girl (save the remnant of masculinity hanging between his legs), but Josh had no context for any sort of prediction about his appearance.  Would he end up looking like his sister?  A younger version of his mother?  Something else entirely?   Would he be pretty?
 
   The uncertainty was maddening, and occupied his thoughts for quite some time.  He barely spoke during supper, and found it difficult to concentrate on his homework.  It was so distracting that, despite his fatigue, sleep eluded him into the early morning.  Eventually, he gave up, and with a frustrated huff, threw his comforter off.  After a couple of minutes of staring at his ceiling fan, Josh rolled off of the bed, and in a couple of steps, covered the distance to his desk.  
 
   As he fired up his computer, Josh fully intended to aimlessly browse the internet, thinking the monotony would distract him enough to allow sleep.  However, within a few minutes, he had clicked over to “Forever 21”, where, after clicking through their inventory, he found a half dozen outfits in his shopping cart.  After the sale of his car, he had quite a bit of money in the bank (the Camaro was a fully-restored classic, after all), and he had little desire to keep “borrowing” his sister’s clothes.  
 
   The outfits weren’t overtly feminine.  Most could be generously described as unisex.  But close inspection would no doubt reveal their true nature.
 
   Just like me.
 
   His mouse pointer hovered over the button which would complete the sale for a long, long moment.  He wanted the clothes.  He needed them, really.  None of his old clothes came close to fitting anymore.  But it was a difficult moment, knowing that he was about to buy girls’ clothes for the very first time.  Was he ready for it?  
 
   With a click, Josh took his first step toward outward femininity.  
 
   Butterflies danced in his stomach as he let out a deep breath, and he couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to wear his own clothes for a change.  Would everyone notice?  Or, as had become increasingly normal, would they all just continue to ignore him?  
 
   Josh had a duality of emotions on the subject.  On one hand, he wanted so badly to be noticed (not least, by Mr. Evans).  He wanted to be thought of as pretty, as sexy, as feminine.  But, on the other, he was so very afraid of what that meant.  He could imagine much worse things than fading into the background.  
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   When I saw the tendrils of power the first time, I couldn’t help but freak out.  They were so wild, so seemingly unpredictable, and so very alien.  From my conversation with the witch, I knew that they were the visual representation of the curse’s influence, but nothing could have prepared me for the reality of their existence.  
 
   Watching them reach out to those around Josh, brushing against perfect strangers as they whirled around him, slithering around, encircling and encapsulating passersby, I was forced to confront the wide-ranging influence of the curse.  It didn’t just affect Josh (and presumably Anna).  No – it affected everyone around them, influencing their reactions to the curse’s main targets.  It was a humbling realization, to say the least.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna felt ridiculous, impotent and dependent.  Even the most basic of tasks – like feeding herself – seemed to be beyond her ability.  She couldn’t even sit in a proper chair without the risk of falling over.  It was only logical that her parents had taken steps to prevent her from harming herself.  The high chair was necessary.  As was the sippy cup.  And, regrettably, so was the soft mush that her mother was feeding her.  The taste wasn’t bad; on the contrary, it was quite a bit better-tasting than she could have expected.  But it was still baby food, and as Wanda spooned the pureed peas into Anna’s mouth, she couldn’t escape the surreality of her situation.
 
   At a bit over four feet tall, she wasn’t that much smaller than an adult, but she had the independence of a toddler.  She’d become completely incontinent, and had no control over her bodily functions.  Having nearly choked to death the last time she tried it, she couldn’t stomach solid foods.  Her motor functions had degraded to the point where she couldn’t dress herself, feed herself, or walk reliably.  More often than not, Anna had little choice but to forego the attempt at ambulation, instead choosing to crawl.  
 
   The worst part, however, was the change in her mother’s attitude.  Rather than becoming alarmed at her daughter’s sudden descent into virtual infancy, Wanda had seemingly reverted back to a state more befitting a young mother with a small child.  She was protective, comforting, and motherly – a far cry from the domineering woman she’d been before Anna’s own change.  
 
   Her father, by contrast, was mostly absent.  He worked long hours, and was rarely home.  And when he was, Dan was distant.  He did his fatherly duties, occasionally tending to his daughter’s infantile needs, but he was more mechanical than loving.  Clearly, he loved her, but it was evident that he wasn’t completely fulfilled.  Strangely, despite Dan’s aloof attitude, Anna was far more comfortable with him.  In her mind, his reaction to the situation was far more realistic, and a good deal less creepy than her mother’s.  
 
   Still, Anna had little choice but to fall into a routine, and over time, she began to come to grips with her existence.  Before long, what had once been incredibly embarrassing became normal and expected.  The changings, the feeding, the lack of independence – they were all simple realities.  She could only hope that, one day, she’d get better.  
 
   But she was still in there, railing against the person she was rapidly becoming.  She knew who she was – a seventeen-year-old girl who’d once been the undisputed queen of her high school.  She’d had everything – the boyfriend, the popularity, the future – and when she was alone, her mind inevitably settled on what she’d lost.  It was a special kind of hell, from which there was no evident escape.
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   I hated myself so much.  I forgot it from time to time, but each time I saw Josh, the hatred renewed itself.  The curse’s influence had rendered him almost completely unrecognizable, and there was no one to blame but myself.  Sure, Miriam had cast the spell, but it was at my request.  I was so angry, I simply never considered the consequences.  In truth, I never really believed it would work.  I was so very wrong.  
 
   I suppose it was only a matter of time before I created some coping mechanism.  I wasn’t going to forget it, and I certainly wasn’t going down the same road Terry chose.  So I started to search for justification, settling, at first, on the simple notion that they deserved what they got.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh sat on the couch, his feet tucked under him as he flipped channels.  Absently, he pushed his lengthening hair behind his ear, the action reminding him of the necessity of a decision.  He’d been putting it off for weeks, but soon, he’d have to choose his path.  That, or it would be chosen for him.  He couldn’t delay nature’s course.  
 
   A knock at the door startled him, distracting him from his channel surfing.  His mother, Phyllis, appeared from the kitchen, and walked toward the door.  “No – don’t get up,” she said sarcastically.  “I’ll get it.  It’s not like I was in the middle of writing a report or anything.”
 
   “Sorry, mom,” Josh answered.  The woman waved away his apology, and opened the door.  
 
   “You must be Caleb,” she said, extending her hand.  Josh couldn’t see the visitor, but reasoned that it must be his sister’s latest boyfriend.  She went through them so frequently that it was largely pointless to get to know them.  
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Caleb answered, taking Phyllis’s offered hand.  “Is Katie ready?” 
 
   Phyllis laughed.  “You should know better than that,” she said.  “No – she’s still getting dressed.  Come on in, and make yourself comfortable.”
 
   Phyllis stepped aside, admitting Katie’s latest suitor.  The young man came through the door, looking every inch the perfect, all-American boy-next-door.  Blonde-haired, blue-eyed, and athletic, he was extremely handsome.  Josh’s heart began to beat faster as Caleb sat in the recliner opposite the couch.  He looked nervous.  
 
   “Hi,” the young man said.  “I’m Caleb.”
 
   “Hey,” was Josh’s inarticulate response.  He had little desire to introduce himself.  Or more appropriately, he didn’t want to tell the young man his real name.  Josh was well aware of his appearance, and knew that the incongruence would no doubt elicit more questions.  
 
   Better to be silent, he thought.
 
   Thankfully, Kate didn’t take long to finish getting ready for her date, and soon, she came down the hall.  She grinned.  “You ready?” she asked.  
 
   Caleb nodded.  “Yeah,” he said.  To Josh, he said, “Nice to sort of meet you.”  
 
   Josh ignored him, instead staring at the television.   When the couple went outside, Josh finally relaxed.  He’d been holding his breath.  
 
   “I didn’t know you had a sister,” Josh heard Caleb say through an open window.  “She’s cute.  Not as cute as you, but –”
 
   “I don’t have a sister,” Kate said.  “That’s my gay brother.  He thinks he’s a girl or something.  I don’t know, but he steals my clothes all the time, and I’m supposed to act like I don’t know about it.  I bet he’s wearing my underwear right now.”
 
   Josh was.  
 
   “Seriously?” Caleb asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Kate said.  “He had, like, a breakdown or something a few months ago.  He used to be a lot different.”
 
   “Wow,” was Caleb’s response.  Josh couldn’t hear the rest of the conversation, because the couple moved away from the window – presumably getting into Caleb’s car.  But his sister’s matter-of-fact accusation had struck home, and suddenly, Josh felt incredibly guilty.  And humiliated.
 
   How long had she known?  He thought he’d been so clever, but in hindsight, he should have known better.  It would have been more surprising if Kate hadn’t known.  
 
   Mixed with the humiliation and guilt was a rising sense of anger.  Kate had been so callous, and had come to a seriously errant conclusion.  He wasn’t gay.  Or he didn’t think he was.  Maybe he didn’t know one way or the other, but he’d never expressed any outward interest in boys.  His mind was a different story, but Kate didn’t know that.  She’d obviously confused his gender identity issues with his sexual orientation, which offended Josh.
 
   Pushing aside his irritation (with great effort), Josh turned the television off, and went into his room, slamming the door a bit more forcefully than he’d intended.  Without hesitation, he began to undress, stripping completely naked.  Once he’d shed his clothes, Josh stared at himself in the mirror.  
 
   His breasts had begun to come in, and were on the verge of being A-cups.  Soon, his mother had told him, he’d have to start wearing a bra.  His hips had continued to widen, giving him an unmistakably feminine shape.  He’d never have a true hourglass figure; he had more of a model’s physique – thin, long-limbed, and willowy – but it certainly wasn’t anything resembling masculinity.  
 
   Josh’s hand crept toward his genitals, and gripping them gently, he had difficulty denying their shrinkage.  His testicles were all but gone; they felt like a pair of marbles in a soft, fleshy sack.  And his penis was less than half of its pre-transformation size.  More than that, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had an erection, no doubt due to the influence of his body’s chemistry.  
 
   In short, he was fast approaching the point of no return.  Maybe he’d already crossed that line.  He could hardly imagine his body ever returning to its former, masculine glory.  Did he even it want to?  
 
   Who am I?  What do I want to be?  Who do I want to be?
 
   So many questions kept flitting through his mind, but Josh had few answers.  In fact, each question only created more questions – not least of which whether he even had a choice in the whole thing.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   24
 
    
 
    
 
   Armed with the false surety that I’d done nothing wrong, my life returned to an almost-normal state.  Sure, if I really thought about it, I knew the truth, but guilt is a difficult emotion to maintain.  It rarely survives the ravages of passing time.  So it was with me.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna tried to ignore the glances from curious strangers and the inevitable double takes that followed.  Instead, she focused on sucking her pacifier.  It was a grossly imperfect coping mechanism, but it was all she had to combat the humiliation of her first real public outing in months.  The last time she’d been out, she had worn diapers, but at least she’d been able to walk.  Now, she was confined to a stroller, and wore blatantly infantile clothing (for easy access if she had an accident).  That meant a pale blue onesie decorated with the words “Poop, There It Is” and an illustration depicting a finger pointing toward Anna’s diaper.  It was incredibly inappropriate, but her mother thought it was absolutely adorable.
 
   At first, Anna had refused to go.  She would have been perfectly content to spend the rest of her life in her house.  But Wanda had insisted, and robbed of the vast majority of her vocal dexterity, she won the argument.  
 
   Wanda seemed content to window shop for quite a while, pointing out this outfit or that dress while telling Anna that she’d look beautiful in it when she was a big girl.  It was incredibly frustrating, being talked to like a child, but Anna couldn’t do much about her mother’s attitude.  The woman had completely abandoned any pretense, and had begun treating her daughter like an infant.  It was like she’d forgotten that Anna was a seventeen-year-old girl, and that the entire circumstance was a long, constant exercise in humiliation.  
 
   After about an hour, Anna wet herself.  She tried to hide it, but couldn’t disguise her discomfort, which resulted in her squirming and shifting in her stroller’s seat.  Eventually, her restlessness caught Wanda’s eye.  
 
   “What’s wrong, honey?” she asked.  Anna looked away, defiantly sucking on her pacifier.  “Are you hungry?  Or did you have an accident?  Are you wet?  Or did you make a stinky?” 
 
   She reached down, inspecting Anna’s diaper, and quickly confirmed that Anna was, in fact wet.  “Oh – let’s get you changed, then,” Wanda said, looking around for a public bathroom.  Spotting one next to a boutique which targeted teenaged girls, she said, “There we go.”
 
   Despite the fact that Anna had no interest in being changed in a public place, she had little choice in the matter.  Even if she complained, her mother would no doubt forge ahead.  It never occurred to the woman that Anna might have modesty.  
 
   She pushed the stroller into a family bathroom, and quickly saw a changing table.  Bending down, she unbuckled Anna from her stroller, hooked her hands under Anna’s arms, and helped her out of the seat.  She was light enough that Wanda had little trouble leveraging her onto the table, where habit took over, and Anna spread her legs.  
 
   At least the bathroom is empty, she thought, looking to the side as she sucked on her pacifier.
 
   Almost as soon as she thought the thought, her heart jumped into her throat as the telltale sound of a door opening announced the arrival of someone else.  Anna’s heart jumped into her throat as she heard an unmistakably teenaged voice.  
 
   “No, mom,” the girl said, clearly talking into a phone.  “I’ll be home in a few hours.  After the movie, yeah.  Okay – bye.” 
 
   Once her conversation was over, she stepped into view, and Anna nearly had a panic attack.  It was Taylor Simmons, her former co-captain on the cheerleading squad.  Anna turned away quickly, but it was far too late.  Even as Wanda unfastened the diaper, Taylor said, “Anna?  Oh my God -  Anna?  Is that you?” 
 
   Anna was so embarrassed that tears began to gather at the corners of her eyes.  She knew it was silly, but in her mind, if she ignored the girl, maybe she’d go away.  Wanda, however, threw a monkey wrench into that tenuous plan.
 
   “Annie – someone’s speaking to you,” she said.  “Take out your binkie and speak to your friend.”
 
   Anna didn’t know what to do, so defaulted to stubborn silence, pretending that she was somewhere else.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she heard her mother say, continuing her task.  The diaper was already open, and Anna’s privates were bare to the world.  “She gets like this sometimes.  Do you know her from school or something?” 
 
   “I…um…yeah,” Taylor answered, clearly a bit freaked out.  “We used to cheer together.  Um…I don’t mean to be rude, but…what’s…what’s wrong with her?  She looks so small, and….yeah…and…”
 
   “She’s got a few medical problems,” Wanda answered without skipping a beat.  “It’s not life threatening or anything, and eventually she’ll grow out of it.  Just like any other baby, I suppose.  We’re just thankful she’s healthy.”
 
   Anna knew that the answer would do little to assuage her former friend’s curiosity.  How could it?  Anna had changed so much over the previous months, hardly resembling her old self.  She was barely four feet tall, and weighed less than seventy pounds.  Her feminine figure was all but gone.  Her breasts had similarly disappeared.  And her face bore the chubbiness often associated with infancy.  Couple the physical changes with the fact that she was currently being changed by her mother, was sucking on a pacifier like her life depended on it, and had clearly been riding in a stroller, and you have a very strange recipe indeed.  
 
   Taylor and Wanda conversed for a few minutes while Wanda continued to change her daughter.  Anna tried to pretend she was somewhere else as she endured the humiliating experience.  
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   Like any juicy rumor, tales of Anna’s transformation spread very quickly.  Some people claimed she was dying.  Others, that she’d had some sort of mental break.  I even heard someone claim that she’d had a head injury, and that she was functionally retarded.  Of course, I knew the truth.  I’d long since surmised the nature of the curse’s effects on poor Anna.  
 
   It’s a strange feeling, knowing that you’re responsible for someone’s suffering.  Mingled with the inevitable guilt and regret is a sense of undeniable power.  And it scared me.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Josh was terrified.  As he sat on the couch, staring at the carpeted floor, he couldn’t think of a better word to describe the emotions coursing through his mind.  He could practically feel his mother’s eyes boring into the top of his head, and he could imagine his sister’s annoyed expression a clarity born from years of experience.  Taking a deep breath, he looked up.  
 
   “I’ve thought a lot about this,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion.  “And I don’t see as I have much choice.  But I think it’s best if, you know, I start trying to, like, transition to living as a girl.”
 
   “Seriously?” Kate spat, her face twisted into a sneer.
 
   “Katie!” Phyllis exclaimed, horrified at her daughter’s tone.  She understood the gravity of Josh’s proclamation, and didn’t want Katie to sour the moment with her negativity.
 
   “No – really,” Kate said.  “I mean, he gets us together like this, like he’s going to have some big announcement, and he tells us what we already know?  He wants to be a girl – big freaking deal.  He wants to be a girl.  Good.  Great.  Maybe he can stop stealing my clothes now.  Can I go?” 
 
   Josh didn’t know whether or not to be offended.  On the one hand, his sister had completely ruined his proclamation, his acknowledgement of the path he’d chosen.  She’d been selfish and rude, and had completely undermined the weight of his admission.  But on the other, she was always selfish.  She was always rude.  Treating his coming out like she treated everything else was, in a twisted way, comforting.  
 
   “She’s not a he,” Phyllis said.  “And she doesn’t WANT to be a girl.  She IS a girl.  There’s a big difference there.  You know what the doctor said.”
 
   “Yeah – he has a periods and everything,” Kate said.  “I’ve seen the pads in the trash can.  And I’ve definitely seen the mood swings.  I get it.  But I don’t see how it’s supposed to affect me.  I’m glad he’s finally admitted it, but I don’t see why it’s such a big deal.”
 
   Josh wanted to argue.  He wanted to explain that it was, in fact, a big deal, but he didn’t think it would do any good.  “It’s fine, mom,” he said.  “She’s right, really.  It doesn’t affect her.  This is a ‘me’ thing.”
 
   “See?” Kate said.  “He’s fine.  Can I go now?  I have a paper I have to write.”
 
   Phyllis fixed her daughter with a withering glare.  “Fine,” she said.  “But don’t you want to hear your sister’s new name?”
 
   Josh thought it best to preempt another sarcastic comment.  “Simone,” he said.  “I want to be called Simone from now on.”
 
   He’d considered using something similar to his old name, but, after careful consideration, had decided on a clean break with his old identity.  If it was going to work, he couldn’t have even the most tenuous connection with his former life.  To that end, he’d chosen something completely different.  “Simone” fit the bill nicely.
 
   His reintroduction to his sister was met with a predictable eye roll followed by a sarcastic comment.  His mother was just as predictably supportive, declaring the name “perfect”.  But Josh – no, Simone – left her coming out party feeling a little more secure in her identity.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Simone stared at the clothes on her bed, unable to move.  They were so undeniably feminine that no one would mistake her intentions.  She’d declared herself female, and was intent on flying that flag with aplomb.  To that end, she’d chosen a pair of short, white shorts and a pink tank-top that would do very little to hide her breasts.  She’d asked Kate to help her with her jaw-length blonde hair, and wore just enough makeup to make it absolutely clear that she wasn’t bare-faced.  
 
   Still, though she’d made her decision, and had no intention of backing out, Simone couldn’t bring herself to take that first step.  Instead, she stood in the center of room, clad only in her matching bra and panties, staring at the clothing.  
 
   Coming out to her family had been easy.  She knew her mother would be supportive; she knew the whole story, after all.  And Kate had shown, on more than one occasion, that she didn’t really care one way or another.  Simone’s classmates (or teachers, for that matter) wouldn’t be nearly so indifferent.  They’d have an opinion, and Simone feared that it would skew far into the negative.  
 
   The school, for its part, had been quite cooperative.  They were eager to prove that they weren’t discriminatory, and had promised to aid Simone’s transition in any way possible.  Simone felt like they were treating the whole situation like some sort of sideshow, and that she was the main attraction.  
 
   Steeling herself, Simone finally bent down, and picked up the shorts.  That first step taken, she let out a deep breath, and began to dress herself.  It was a quick process; most of the hard work had been done in front of her new vanity mirror, and soon, she found herself completely ready for the first day in her new public persona.  
 
   As she drove to school (in her brand new, pale yellow Mini Cooper), her nervousness threatened to overwhelm her.  More than once, Simone almost turned back, but she forced herself to keep going, and before she knew it, she was walking into the school she’d once thought of as her own, personal domain.  
 
   As Simone walked through the halls, she felt every single eye on her.  She heard every whisper, the insults, and the sarcastic catcalls.  Everyone knew who she was.  They all knew her story – or thought they did, at least.  To them, she was simply a boy who wanted to be a girl.  They didn’t know about her medical issues.  Nor did they care.  She was different, and therefore, an easy target.
 
   What’s more, she didn’t even have the comfort of ducking into the bathroom, and crying her eyes out.  Doing so would have only invited more ridicule.  So she bore it all as stoically as she could – but it was all a lie, a façade.  
 
   As the day went on, she wondered if she’d ever escape her past, and more than once, she found herself questioning her decision.  At the very least, Simone wondered why she hadn’t waited until after graduation to assume her new identity.  Then, she could have hidden behind the veil of anonymity.  She would have been another feminine face in the crowd, and no one would have been the wiser.  It was a comforting fantasy.
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   Seeing Josh (now Simone) walk through the halls was an eye-opener.  Hearing the teasing and rumors, seeing the bullying, it broke my heart.  He’d done something horrible, sure, and my friend had died.  But he didn’t deserve the way he was treated.  He tried to ignore it, but I could see it in his eyes; it was probably the worst day of his life.  And I couldn’t escape the reality that it was all my fault.
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s simple,” Dr. Weems said.  “She just can’t handle solid foods anymore.  That’s why she’s been ill over the past couple of weeks.”
 
   Anna sat in the stroller, trying to make sense of the doctor’s statement.  She’d been violently ill for most of the past two weeks, which had forced Wanda to take her to her new physician, Dr. Weems.  He was young, energetic, and specialized in rare developmental disorders, which made him the closest thing to an expert on Anna’s very particular set of issues.  
 
   “So what do you suggest?  She’s already been eating baby food,” Wanda said, absently moving the stroller back and forth.  It was oddly comforting.  
 
   “Formula,” Weems replied.  “You have to understand that your daughter’s digestive system has devolved to the point where it most closely resembles that of an infant.  It’s simply not equipped to handle solid foods.  It’s an odd condition – perhaps unique – but the best plan of action is to feed her like an infant.”
 
   “But what’s causing all of this?” Wanda asked.  “We’ve been to so many doctors, and no one can give us a straight answer.  I’ve tried my best to be as accommodating as possible, but she’s seventeen years old, for God’s sake.  And she’s wearing diapers.  And she’s so small, Dr. Weems.  Now you’re telling me that she needs to go back on the bottle?  What is wrong with her?”
 
   The doctor looked up from his clipboard, and adjusted his glasses.  “Like I said, she’s afflicted by some sort of disorder that has caused a rapid physical regression.  It is, as far as I can tell, completely unique, and there’s almost no evidence of what’s causing it.  As far as we can tell, she’s completely healthy.  No viruses.  No bacterial infections.  And no genetic anomalies.  She’s just, for all intents and purposes, an infant.”
 
   “That doesn’t answer my question,” Wanda stated.  “When does it stop?  When can she go back to normal?  I’m happy to take care of her.  I really am.  But I can only imagine what it’s like for her.  She might seem like she doesn’t get it, but she’s still in there.  I can see it in her eyes.”
 
   Weems shook his head.  “As to the first question, we actually have good news.  There’s a very good chance that the rate of regression is stalling, perhaps even stopping for good.  And given that she’s, physically speaking, healthy, it’s not unreasonable to think that she’ll eventually grow out of it, just like any normal child.  The problem is that we can’t really predict the time frame.”
 
   “So that’s the best you can do?” asked Wanda.  “She’s healthy, except, of course, for the fact that she’s becoming more and more infantile.  And she’s probably not going to get any worse.  Eventually, she might get better, though, right?  Oh – and she needs to go back on the bottle.  Does that just about sum it up?” 
 
   “I’m sorry that it’s not as specific as you might like, but that’s the best assessment I can offer,” Weems replied.  “But I will ask that you allow us to keep her for observation.  Perhaps longer-term testing can result in –”
 
   “No,” Wanda interrupted.  “She’s going home with me today.”
 
   Later that day, Anna experienced her very first bottle-feeding.  The formula tasted like sweet, watery milk, and, thus far, hadn’t made her ill.  So that was progress, she supposed.  
 
   It was a strange thing, finally getting some information about her condition, even if it was an incomplete assessment that seemed more like a guess than a real diagnosis.  Being told that there would be an end to her humiliation was enough to buoy her spirits, and Anna couldn’t help but look forward to the day that she could regain her old life.  However, that enthusiasm was tempered by the knowledge that, for the time being, she was absolutely powerless. 
 
   She was almost exactly four feet tall, and weighed less than seventy pounds.  Her feminine curves were gone.  She had no breasts to speak of, and her hard-won musculature (gymnastics did wonders for the body) had been replaced by useless baby fat.  In short, she looked (and felt) as asexual as any baby.  
 
   “There we go, honey,” Wanda said.  “Drink up so you can get big and strong.”
 
   Anna wanted nothing more, but in that instant, knowing what she knew, it seemed like such a distant possibility that she couldn’t help but cry.  The bottle’s nipple popped out of her mouth, and she let out a wordless wail befitting her infantile status.  
 
   “Aww, baby – what’s wrong?” Wanda asked, stroking her daughter’s hair.  Anna ignored her, instead choosing to let her immaturity take over.  
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   I suppose that it was inevitable that I’d eventually find a teacher.  Skimming the surface of that world, I couldn’t help but make waves.  I guess I was lucky that I attracted the attention of someone who was willing to help.  It would have been just as likely that my investigation into the nature of magic would get me cursed or killed.  Or something worse.  As it happened, though, I found Iris, and for that, I am eternally grateful.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Simone lay in her bed, the latest Taylor Swift song playing through the earbuds stuffed into her ears as she absently flipped through a fashion magazine.  It was slow-going, but she was slowly beginning to make some semblance of sense of the ever-changing fashion industry.  The dos.  The don’ts.  The unforgivable mistakes.  It was so much to take in, especially when she was trying to cram eighteen years of knowledge into such a short span.  
 
   It was a strange feeling, suddenly caring about something that seemed so frivolous only a few months before.  When she’d been Josh, she hadn’t cared one little bit about what she wore.  If it was (mostly) clean, that was all she’d needed.  But now, there were so many other considerations.  Rather than it being a burden, however, she had begun to cherish the challenge of creating the perfect outfit, the ideal look.  
 
   Most of the time, it was just part of the constantly evolving fabric of her new life, but idle moments brought with them an inevitable introspection that put the entire transformation into perspective.  Not only had she abandoned her old identity – she had trouble even imagining a time when she’d identified as “Josh” – but she’d also adopted such a stereotypically feminine outlook that she had little choice but to come to the conclusion that she was compensating for her late start.  
 
   Making the entire personality shift even more disconcerting was her complete abandonment of her old interests.  Once, she’d thought that the world rose and fell with the latest sports championship.  Football, baseball, basketball – it didn’t matter.  She’d been obsessed with the idea of athletic competition.  More than that, though, was her newfound indifference to video games, action movies, and muscle cars (like her formerly beloved Camaro).  She wanted to continue liking those things, and had even told herself that changing gender had nothing to do with her interests.  But no matter how often she repeated that (and she did quite often), the mantra didn’t change the reality of her changing life.  
 
   However, the most disturbing change was in the realm of sexuality.  To say that she was confused would be an understatement.  For as long as she could remember, she’d been heterosexual, which, as Josh, that meant an exclusive interest in girls.  But as Simone, that line had blurred considerably.  She could still appreciate feminine beauty, but increasingly, she found it difficult to think of women in sexual terms.  In fact, as she flipped through the fashion magazine, Simone found herself alternating between jealousy and a desire for emulation.  
 
   Boys were another subject entirely, and were at least as confusing as her feelings toward women.  On the one hand, she absolutely loathed boys her age.  While she knew that her feelings were likely colored by her limited experience with the bullies who’d once been her friends, Simone couldn’t deny the fact that she had almost no attraction to them.  In a vacuum, it would have been quite different.  More than once, she found herself admiring their muscular bodies, their chiseled jaws, and youthful exuberance.  But each time those thoughts began invading her thoughts, her mind inevitably countered with the stark reality of their horrible personalities.  
 
   On the other hand, older men weren’t so similarly afflicted by her predisposition.  Most, like Mr. Evans (of whom she often dreamed), treated her like the girl she was.  They were protective.  They were strong and stable, and to Simone, that was at least as enticing as any young, muscular physique.  
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   Iris never lied to me.  I think that’s what I appreciated the most.  No half-truths, either.  Just pure honesty, plain and simple, and after dealing with Miriam (and countless other practitioners of magic), it was incredibly refreshing.  When I asked her to help, she told me the truth:  she couldn’t.  No one could, because a curse can only be lifted by the original caster.  That meant either Miriam or me – no one else.  It made sense, after a fashion.  And it set me on the only logical path.  Miriam had already refused to help, so I had no choice but to learn everything I could about magic so that, maybe, I could reverse the curse.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna sat on the floor, toying with oversize blocks.  With her decreased dexterity, handling the cubes (decorated with letters and numbers) was quite a chore, and required the entirety of her concentration.  Having just been changed, she was clad only in a diaper, but her partial nudity was less than troubling; she’d grown used to being bare-chested.  Not that there was much to see – her breasts had shrunk down to nothing.  At first, the lack had been alarming, but over time, she’d grown used to her unnaturally flat chest.  Just like the diaper, the bottles, and her much-smaller size.  It had all simply become her life.  
 
   Being used to it didn’t prevent embarrassment, however.  More than once, she’d had to endure public changings, and each was more humiliating than the last.  Having her business on display felt so horribly demeaning – especially when the audience was someone she knew.  They all acted like they didn’t notice, like what she was going through was completely normal, but she could see the furtive glances, the nervous twitches of acknowledgement.  She was a freak, and they all knew it.  
 
   “I don’t know why,” Wanda said into the phone.  She was reclining on the couch, wearing a pair of blue shorts and a tank top that barely contained her breasts.  Over the past few weeks, they’d seemed to grow quite a bit, and unless Anna concentrated, she found herself mesmerized by them.  “They just started leaking the other day.  It’s like when I’d just had Annie.  Maybe worse.  I’m up almost two cup sizes.”
 
   Anna barely paid attention to her mother’s conversation, absently cataloguing it as “adult stuff”.  She’d found it increasingly difficult to wrap her mind around such things, and often struggled to concentrate on even the most basic of adult concepts.  Relationships, clothes, television – they all paled in comparison to the reality of hunger, fatigue, and the discomfort of a soiled diaper.  Everything else was fleeting.  
 
   However, her mother’s voice was a comforting, constant reminder that she was within easy reach.  It didn’t matter what she said, just that she (and the promise of a soothing touch) was close by.  As the phone conversation continued, Anna’s interest in the blocks continued to diminish until, suddenly, she simply had to have her mother’s attention.  
 
   Rolling onto her stomach, she raised herself onto all fours, and awkwardly crawled toward the couch.  It was more difficult than it should have been, but within a few moments, she found herself at her mother’s feet.  With great effort, she rose, spreading her arms, and said, “Momma!” 
 
   Her voice was small, incredibly high-pitched, and juvenile to a fault.  
 
   “Hold on, Sandra,” Wanda said, setting the phone aside.  Her face lit up as she beheld her daughter.  “I guess you want up here, don’t you?  C’mon,” she said, hooking her hands under Anna’s arms.  She lifted her daughter easily, dragging her onto her lap, where she sat, her legs wrapping around Wanda’s waist.  Anna rested her head on her mother’s breasts, and the mounting anxiety dissipated.  She was safe and secure, and, surprisingly, quite sleepy.
 
   Within a few seconds, she’d begun to drift off to sleep, and almost immediately fell headfirst into a dream in which she was nursing on a bottle.  However, what made the dream curious was that the nipple was incredibly lifelike, and the formula tasted quite different from how it normally tasted.  
 
   Suddenly, her eyes fluttered open, and she slowly realized that she’d latched onto her mother’s breast, and was currently nursing.  As strange of a realization as it was, Anna had little desire to stop; with her lips wrapped around Wanda’s nipple, the mother’s milk flowing into her mouth, she felt at peace in a way she never had before.  To put it bluntly, it was so absolutely right that she couldn’t bring herself to let go – not until she’d had her fill, at least.  
 
   Thus, Anna completed her journey into infancy.
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   Iris was a truly gifted teacher; I learned more in a few weeks with her than I’d learned in a year on my own.  However, the more I learned, the guiltier I felt.  What I and Miriam had done was a horrific abuse of magic, and the unpredictable results were a reflection of that.  Magic, Iris said, was supposed to be a positive blessing, and using it for revenge (or even justice) was enough to pervert its very nature.  Certainly, it was powerful, but it was also uncontrollable and dangerous.  That no one had died yet was, according to Iris, quite the surprise.
 
    
 
    
 
   Simone checked herself in her Mini Cooper’s vanity mirror, making sure that she was presentable.  She needn’t have; her makeup was flawless.  Her shoulder-length hair was loose, and she wore a light sundress, the hem of which reached mid-thigh.  There was no mistaking her gender, which was just how she wanted it.  
 
   Steeling herself, she flipped the mirror closed, and took a deep breath.  She was sitting in Anna’s driveway, on the verge of a visit she’d put off for far too long.  Simone knew, of course, of Anna’s troubles.  Everyone did.  Word had spread quickly, and a dozen different rumors about her condition had blossomed.  That she was dying, sick, or had experienced a psychological breakdown were the most popular, but there were many other, more outlandish rumors.  Simone didn’t know what to believe, but the fact remained that she owed it to Anna (and to herself) to find out what was going on, and, if appropriate, offer her condolences.  
 
   It was strange, knowing that it had only been a year since Simone had considered Anna a potential life partner.  In hindsight, and without the influence of attraction, she could recognize how horrible of a person Anna had been.  She, like Simone herself, had been a bully and a snob.  But there had been something approaching happiness in their coupling, which Simone missed.  
 
   Simone’s stomach churned as she got out of the tiny car, and traversed the length of the sidewalk toward the house’s door.  More than anything, she wanted to turn tail and run, but her conscience simply wouldn’t let her flee.  It was one of those responsibilities that, while distasteful, was, simply put, the right thing to do.  She stood in front of the door for a long moment before knocking. Those few seconds between knocking and the opening of the door took what felt like an eternity, but eventually, it opened, revealing Wanda, Anna’s mother.
 
   “Yes?  Can I help you, young lady?” the older woman asked.  She looked younger than Simone remembered, somehow more vibrant and alive.  “Are you one of Annie’s friends?”
 
   “Um…” Simone said, searching for the proper words.  “I…y-yeah.  You could say that.”
 
   “I don’t think we’ve met before, have we?” Wanda asked.  When Simone shook her head, she extended her hand, saying, “I’m Wanda, Annie’s mother.”
 
   “S-simone,” was the simple reply as Simone took Wanda’s hand.  
 
   Without letting go, Wanda said, “You do look familiar, though.  Did you cheer with her?”
 
   Simone shook her head.  “We…I mean…can we talk for a few minutes?  I can come back if this is a bad time, but I really need to get something off my chest.”
 
   “No, no, no – come on in,” Wanda said, recognizing the gravity of Simone’s tone.  “I’ve got nothing but time.”
 
   “Thanks,” Simone responded as she was led into the house.  There were children’s toys all over the floor, but there was no sign of Anna.  At Wanda’s request, Simone took a seat on the couch, but politely refused an offer of refreshment.  Once she was settled, Wanda sat across from her.
 
   “So – what is it that you’d like to talk about?” Wanda asked.  
 
   There was no point in dragging it out.  “Mrs. Davis, you’ve known me for years,” Simone said.  “But until kind of recently, you knew me by a different name.  It’s me, Josh.  Josh Hurd.  But that’s not…I’m not that person anymore.”
 
   Simone proceeded to tell Wanda about her journey, and, surprising herself, didn’t hold back a thing.  She told the other woman of her strange medical condition, the decision to embrace it, and the difficulties it had caused her.  She explained the bullying and the identity shift, the slow transformation of her body and how it had affected her life.  After quite a while, she’d completed her tale, and finished with, “And that’s why I haven’t been around as much as before.  That’s why it’s taken me so long to check on Anna.”
 
   For some reason, Simone felt more at ease with Wanda than she had with her own mother – perhaps because she didn’t have that carefully guarded expression of judgement hiding behind a thin façade of acceptance.  Her own mother did, and though she tried to hide it, Simone knew that she was disappointed in her son’s decision to embrace his femininity.  Secretly, Simone figured, she wanted him to fight it, to do everything possible to become the man she’d once expected him to be.  But with Wanda, there was none of that, and it was more comforting than Simone could have predicted.
 
   “I understand – perhaps better than you might expect,” Wanda said.  “With everything that’s happened with Annie, it’s easy to lose sight of the outside world.  I imagine it’s quite the same with your situation, dear.”
 
   “I still should have called,” Simone said.  “Or come by.  Or something.”
 
   “Probably,” was Wanda’s matter-of-fact response.  “But you didn’t, and for good reason.  I don’t blame you.  Not really.  Whatever the case, it’s water under the bridge.”
 
   “So where is she?” Simone asked.  “And what’s going on with her?  There are so many rumors that I couldn’t begin to sort through them.”
 
   “It’s complicated,” Wanda replied.  “I think it’s better if you see it, rather than hear about it from me.  Let me go get her.”
 
   With that, Wanda rose, and disappeared down the hall.  A few moments later, she returned, carrying what looked like a diapered child who had her hair in pigtails.  When she sat down, still holding the child to her breast, she said, “Annie has changed quite a bit too, as you can see.”
 
   Simone’s mouth fell open as she put two and two together, and realized that the child was, in fact, Anna.  She’d never been an overly large girl, but as she clung to her mother, Simone was quite shocked to see that her proportions matched that of a four- or five-year-old. 
 
   “W-what happened?” Simone blurted breathlessly.  
 
   Rubbing her daughter’s back, Wanda said, “The doctors don’t really know.  They have theories, but nothing concrete.  I’ve stopped thinking about it like that, to be honest.  I’m not blind, though.  I know it’s strange.  But to me, she’s just my little Annie, my baby.”
 
   “But she’s almost eighteen years old now,” Simone said.  “And she looks like…like…”
 
   “Like a four-year-old,” Wanda said.  “Trust me – that’s not the hard part, though.  If she acted the way she looks, that would be easy.  But she’s more infantile than you could imagine.  Rarely talks.  Has no control over herself.  Can’t eat solid foods.  It’s tough, but, in some ways – maybe a lot of ways, if I’m honest, I’m happier now than I have been in a long time.”
 
   “It’s going to get better, though, right?” Simone asked.  “She’ll grow out of it, won’t she?”
 
   Wanda shrugged.  “The doctors think so, but they don’t really know what they’re talking about one way or the other.  I think –”
 
   The door opened suddenly, and Simone turned to see Anna’s father, Dan enter the house.  “I know it’s late, honey, but we’ve been invited to the Murray’s for dinner.  You know how much –”  As soon as he saw Simone, he said, “Oh – I didn’t know we had company.”
 
   “This is Simone, dear,” Wanda said.  “A friend of Annie’s.  And you know we can’t go anywhere on such short notice like that.  Someone has to watch Annie.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Simone volunteered, surprising herself.  “I’m good with…um…kids.  And I know she’ll be comfortable with me.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Wanda asked.  “It’s a lot of work, and –”
 
   “She said she’ll do it, Wanda,” Dan said.  He favored Simone with a winning smile, saying, “Thank you.”  And in that moment, Simone was smitten.  He was everything she’d dreamed a man could be – mature, fit, and handsome in a way that younger men couldn’t hope to achieve.
 
   “Um…I…uh…no problem, Mr. Davis,” she said.  “No p-problem at all.”
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   Learning magic is incredibly difficult.  The theory is easy; say the right words, perform the correct ritual, and draw the proper symbols, and you get an otherworldly effect.  But in practice, it was tedious work that required years of practice to perfect.  Everything – from pronunciation to hand gestures – had to be flawless, or, at best, your spell would fizzle out.  At worst, it would have disastrous, unintended consequences.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna felt like she was in the middle of an old Twilight Zone episode, a nightmare of a situation from which there was no escape.  She was trapped – as much by her inability to take care of herself as her own mind’s docile acceptance of her fate.  It was maddening, that war between humiliation and contentment, and more than once, she was nearly overcome by seething hatred for herself.  More than that, though, was the fact that she was growing so used to it all.  That’s what truly scared her.  
 
   As her eighteenth birthday came and went, she fell into an infantile routine.  It wasn’t so much a choice as a grim acceptance that there was little she could do about it.  Her diet consisted exclusively of her mother’s breast milk, which had become something of an addiction.  By comparison, formula was stale, tasteless, and stomach-churning.  However, she could never quite get used to feeding off of her mother’s breast – especially in public.  
 
   Changings, on the other hand, had become a simple, necessary part of her day.  Her sense of modesty had dulled to the point where being exposed to the world was little more than an inconvenience.  The only time it bothered Anna was when someone from her past saw what she’d become.  That stab of humiliation would never lose its edge.  
 
   Anna was never more content than when her mother scheduled playdates with other toddlers.  For those few hours, she was able to pretend that she wasn’t really an eighteen-year-old girl.  Sure, at first, she was always a little nervous, and tried to remain aloof.  The toys, after all, were for babies.  But eventually, she would lose her inhibitions, and have a good time.  Afterwards, she would always feel guilty, but it was a small price to pay.
 
   As for Simone, she was always around, even when she wasn’t fulfilling her duties as Anna’s default babysitter.  After that first night (which had been as embarrassing as any in recent memory), she’d taken it upon herself to make up for lost time, and had made herself completely available.  
 
   Seeing Simone, Anna was always a bit conflicted.  She could clearly see her former boyfriend’s characteristics, but they were hidden beneath a veneer of femininity.  She was clearly as much a girl as any other, but Anna had difficulty separating the past from the present, and often found herself feeling sorry for her.  
 
   Outwardly, Simone seemed happy, but Anna had a hard time believing that anyone could lose so much and retain her happiness.  After all, as Josh, she’d been the absolute, undisputed king of his little world.  Losing that had to hurt, and that kind of pain didn’t disappear overnight.  
 
   Anna looked up to see Simone on the couch, flipping through channels on the television.  Not for the first time, she couldn’t deny that her former boyfriend was quite pretty.  Perhaps beautiful in a way that Anna herself had never quite achieved.  Increasingly, she’d resigned herself to living a life where that sort of thing was largely irrelevant.  She had to face the reality that she might never regain adulthood.
 
   Somehow, Simone sensed Anna’s gaze, and looked away from the television.  Locking eyes with the regressed girl, she said, “What’s wrong?  Do you need changing?  Are you hungry?”
 
   Anna shook her head.  
 
   Simone rose from the couch, and reached down to pick the girl up.  “Oh, you’re such a big girl!” she said.  Instinctively, Anna wrapped her legs around her former boyfriend’s waist, and braced her head against Simone’s chest.  She could feel the perky breasts beneath Simone’s tee-shirt.  Sitting back down, Simone rocked back and forth as she rubbed Anna’s back pleasingly, and for a moment, Anna forgot her troubles.  Until the door opened…
 
   “I KNOW it’s weird, Dan,” Wanda said, storming through the door.  “But that doesn’t mean we can’t talk about it.  And it certainly doesn’t mean we should be ashamed!”  
 
   Dan soon followed, looking angry.  “I’m not saying that we should be ashamed, Wanda.  I’m just saying that maybe – just maybe – we shouldn’t bring it up every fucking time we go out with another couple.  It’s none of their business what we –”
 
   As soon as he locked eyes on Simone, he calmed his tone.  “I’m just saying that we should keep our family issues to ourselves.  That’s all.”  
 
   Wanda immediately crossed the room to her daughter, ignoring her husband’s outburst.  She lit up as she lifted Anna into her arms.  “How’s my girl?” To Simone, she said, “Did she give you any trouble?”
 
   “No,” Simone said.  “She was a perfect little angel.”
 
   “Are you sure we can’t pay you?” Wanda asked.  “It’s not a problem, and we feel a little guilty about taking advantage of you like this.”
 
   “It’s no trouble, Mrs. Davis,” Simone answered, waving the offer away.  “I’m doing it because I want to.  I don’t need the money.”
 
   Wanda shrugged.  “If you’re sure,” she said.
 
   “But if you don’t mind, could one of you give me a ride home?  My car’s getting its oil changed, and I didn’t get a chance to pick it up this afternoon,” Simone explained.  “Mr. Davis?  What do you say?  Mind giving me a ride?” 
 
   Even as her mother cooed at her, Anna had little trouble picking up a note of innuendo in Simone’s question. 
 
   “Um…yeah, sure,” Dan answered.  “Whenever you’re ready.”
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   It really didn’t take all that long to figure out that I was well and truly screwed.  The curse was so entrenched that removing its effects verged on impossible.  Iris and I tried to neutralize it, but our efforts were in vain.  I can’t deny that I was at the edge of my rope when an idea struck me.  After running it by Iris, we set to making it a reality, knowing that if we failed, two people would be doomed to live cursed lives.
 
    
 
    
 
   Simone stared into the mirror, into her own reflection, and whispered, “What the hell am I doing?” She didn’t have a proper answer.  Nor did she really want to delve too deeply into her psyche to find one.  However, she did feel a healthy dose of self-loathing that bordered on self-hatred.  She knew that what she was doing was absolutely, unequivocally wrong, but she was selfish enough to ignore that immutable fact in favor of getting what she wanted.  
 
   Pushing her hair behind her ears, Simone finished washing her hands, and left the bathroom.  In the living room waited Wanda and Anna, the younger of the two playing on the carpeted floor, oblivious to her surroundings.  “So how long are you going to be gone?” Simone asked.
 
   “A week,” was Wanda’s answer.  She was going on a business trip, one of the few times she couldn’t telecommute.  “And I’m tied up in knots about it.  I know she’s in good hands.  You and Dan both know exactly what to do.  But it’s the first time I’ve been gone for any length of time since, you know, she got like this.”
 
   “It’ll be fine, Mrs. Davis,” Simone stated, trying her best to sound reassuring.  In truth, she believed it.  Anna would no doubt be fine, despite what Simone had planned.  “I promise.”
 
   “There’s plenty of milk in the refrigerator,” Wanda said.  “She hates the bottle, but she’ll take it if she’s hungry.  And if you run out, there’s formula in the –”
 
   “I’ve got it, Mrs. Davis,” Simone said.  “I know where everything is, and if anything comes up, I’ll call you, okay?  Just try to relax for a few days.  That’s what these conventions are all about, right?”
 
   “I guess,” Wanda replied.  “Are you sure –”
 
   “Everything’s going to be fine,” Simone said.  “Your taxi is waiting.”
 
   Wanda bent down, giving her daughter a kiss on the forehead.  “Be good, honey,” she said.  To Simone, she said, “If anything comes up, even if it’s something small, call me, okay?”
 
   “I will,” Simone said, smiling reassuringly.  
 
   After a few more reassurances, Wanda allowed herself to leave, and Simone let out a mental exhale.  As soon as she knew that Wanda was gone, she reached down, and picked Anna up.  “It’s night-night time, Annie,” she cooed.  Her diaper had already been changed, so putting her to bed was a quick process.  Before long, Anna was in her makeshift crib, staring at an overlarge mobile.  Once she’d been settled, Anna left the room, and pulled out her phone.  Thumbing through her contacts, she quickly found one labeled simply “D”.  She pushed the button, initiating the call.
 
   It rang a couple of times before the person on the other end of the line answered, saying, “Is she gone?” 
 
   Simone said, “For about ten minutes now.  I put the baby to bed too.  So we’re all clear.”
 
   “Be right there,” the person said before hanging up.
 
   Simone quickly discarded her clothes, throwing her tee-shirt and shorts into a pile in the corner.  Once she was clad in only her bra and panties, she settled down to wait nervously for her companion.  While she knew without a doubt that she’d go through with it, Simone had a plethora of conflicting emotions battling one another in her mind.  
 
   On the one hand, she was attracted to him.  She wanted it as much as she’d ever wanted anything in her life.  But on the other, he was a married man.  And over twice her age.  That, combined with the fact that she’d never had sex with a man before ratcheted the anxiety up quite a bit.  
 
   And then there was the reality that he was the father of her former girlfriend, for whom she was currently responsible, and she couldn’t avoid a sense of betrayal.  Such was her selfish desire, however, that she shoved those concerns to the back of her mind.  She wanted it, and she wasn’t going to let anything get in the way.
 
   Simone didn’t have to wait long for her suitor, as a few minutes later, a disheveled Dan pushed through the door.  She stood, making sure that he got an eyeful of her nearly-nude body.  He dropped his briefcase, and, without saying a word, crossed the room.  He embraced the much-younger Simone, his mouth enveloping hers as she accepted his greedy tongue.  
 
   Dan’s large hands gripped Simone’s rear, squeezing it as the two kissed.  Simone could feel his growing erection through his slacks.  However, a moment of guilt invaded her mind, and she pulled away.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he breathed.
 
   Simone looked away.  “Are you sure about this?” she asked.  “I know that we both want this, but…what about your wife?  Your daughter?” 
 
   “Wanda and I have been drifting apart for months now,” he explained.  “I’ve told you this.  You understand it, right?  She’s not the woman I married.  Not anymore.”
 
   “So why don’t you leave her?” Simone asked.  
 
   “I am.  I will,” Dan said.  “It’s coming, but I’m looking for the right time.  It’s not something I can just blurt out at the dinner table, you know.”
 
   “Y-yeah,” Simone said.  “I get it.”
 
   In truth, she didn’t.  Wanda seemed like a genuinely good person, and she was quite attractive.  She knew that Dan was lying, that he had absolutely no intention of ever leaving his wife, but it didn’t matter.  The moment of guilt had passed, replaced by desire.  
 
   “If you’re not comfortable with this…” Dan offered.
 
   “I am,” Simone countered, leaning forward to kiss Dan.
 
   Their lovemaking was furious and filled with passion.  Simone was anything but an expert, but she employed her meager skills to please her partner.  It was a fairly brief encounter, but they both knew it was only one of many.  After all, they had a week all to themselves.
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   I’m not shy about saying that my plan was ingenious, but I’m not so conceited as to imply that the solution was perfect.  It wasn’t.  In fact, it was about as far from perfect as one can get, but it was our only chance.  Every other option had been exhausted.  And we did it.  It was a long, arduous process, but in the end, we nailed it.  
 
   The goal was pretty simple: isolate the negative aspects of the curse, and extinguish them.  The positive (or neutral) portions – which meant the vast majority of the curse – would remain unchanged.  So, while the power required to reverse the curse completely was far beyond anything any known witch could muster, between Iris and me, we could manage more than enough to excise the bad parts.  Like I said, it wasn’t perfect, but it was the best we could offer.
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna knew good and well what had been going on.  She wasn’t blind, after all.  And while she hated the ongoing affair between Simone and her father, she couldn’t bring herself to warn her mother.  Physically, it was possible, of course.  She could force the words from her mouth, and eventually, she could make herself understood.  But emotionally, she had little desire to shatter her mother’s perfect little world.  So she resigned herself to simply waiting it out.  They’d tire of one another eventually.  
 
   But acceptance didn’t mean a lack of judgment.  She blamed them both, but her father shouldered the vast majority of her animosity.  In her mind, the man had taken advantage of a vulnerable Simone.  And what’s more, he was the one with the burden of monogamy.  No doubt, Anna reasoned, Dan had initiated the whole affair.  
 
   Still, knowing it was going on, and actually seeing the evidence was quite shocking.  More than once, she saw Simone naked, glowing in post-coital bliss.  As a (relative) baby, she was easy to ignore, and so, the two illicit lovers made little attempt to hide their affair.  It was easy to assume that, because she didn’t speak, and acted like an infant, that she had the mind of one, meaning that her knowledge of the affair was largely ignored.  However, her mind was completely intact, and while she found it difficult to concentrate at times, Anna’s ability to reason remained unchanged.  
 
   So she was completely aware as Vanessa Black burst through the front door, waved her hands menacingly, and barked a simple, yet unintelligible command.  Suddenly, Anna was unable to move anything but her eyes.  Simone, who was the only other person in the house, was similarly affected.  
 
   As soon as Vanessa came into the house, a heavyset, blonde girl followed.  Once they were both inside, she shut the door behind her, and Vanessa spoke.
 
   “I’ll release you in a moment,” she said, her voice raspy and her words slurred.
 
   “If it’s too much, I’ll take some of the burden,” the blonde girl said, putting her hand on Vanessa’s shoulder.  She spoke with a slight Eastern European accent.
 
   “I’m fine, Iris,” the brunette replied.  “I just didn’t want them panicking before I had a chance to speak.”  Turning to Anna, she said, “You and Josh have been through quite a lot, and I’m here to help.  Trust that, and I’ll explain everything.  Do we have a deal?  Just think your answer, and Iris will know.”
 
   Iris fixed Anna with a piercing glare, and for a moment Anna felt like someone was running a cheese grater over her mind.  The feeling soon ceased, and Iris said, “The small one will be fine.  The other will call the police as soon as she’s free.”
 
   Vanessa looked past Anna, and into the adjoining dining room, where she knew Simone sat.  “I can force you to behave, if that’s what it takes.  But I don’t want to.  I’ve done enough, and I’d prefer not to hurt you.  Can you give me five minutes?  Five minutes, and I can improve your life dramatically.  I’m here to help.”
 
   “She agrees,” Iris said.  
 
   Vanessa took a deep breath.  “Good,” she said.  Waving her hand in a complicated, swirling pattern, she grunted another harshly unintelligible word, and Anna felt her muscles relax.  She could move.  Vanessa bent down, catching her breath.  “Josh – come in here.  Sit on the couch,” she instructed, waving her hand in exhaustion.  
 
   “My name is Simone,” was the other girl’s terse reply.  She didn’t sound happy, but she did as she was told, and plopped down on the couch, and crossed her arms.  She looked like nothing so much as a pouting teenager.  
 
   “I’m sure you think so,” Vanessa whispered.  
 
   “Just get to it, Nessa,” Iris said.  “We don’t have a lot of time.”
 
   “I know,” Vanessa responded.  “Look,” she said to Simone.  “I owe you both an apology.  And not for today.  I mean to say that I’m responsible for all of this, for your current situation.  I’m the reason you think your name’s Simone.  And I’m the reason Anna’s wearing diaper and playing with blocks.  I did that.”
 
   “I have a medical condition that didn’t manifest until –”
 
   “You were the victim of a horrible curse cast my Aunt Miriam,” Vanessa interrupted.  “I helped.  I was there.  The explanations from your doctors were the result of the curse’s influence.  It’s the same with your family’s reactions.  But make no mistake – you’re not some medical anomaly.  You’re a normal person who’s been transformed by a terrible curse.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Simone said.  
 
   “Just like it’s impossible for me to paralyze you with a word?” Vanessa said.  “Magic is real.  No matter what you want to believe, that’s the absolute truth.  And I used it to make you pay for my friend’s suicide.  I’m not proud of it, but at the time, I wasn’t exactly stable.  I used something I didn’t fully understand, and in turn, was used by my Aunt to do this.  And for that, I’m sorry.”
 
   “She’s wondering why you would change them so specifically,” Iris said, her gaze vacant.  “Why a baby?  Why a girl?  It doesn’t make sense to her.”
 
   “It doesn’t make sense to anyone,” Vanessa explained.  “The curse has a mind of its own.  That’s why it’s so dangerous – my Aunt used such loose parameters that it could have literally done anything.  So long as it caused you pain, it did as she instructed.  It could have just as easily turned you into a dog.  Or killed your entire family.  Or –”
 
   “They get it,” Iris said.
 
   “The point is that it was an incredibly irresponsible use of magic,” Vanessa stated.  “And I’ve spent most of the last year trying to find a way to reverse it.”
 
   “Reverse it?”  Simone asked, alarmed.  “Like turn us back into what we were?  What if I don’t want to go back to being Josh?” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter, because you can’t,” Vanessa said.  “Canceling the curse, much less reversing it, would require more power than any witch can muster.  It’s gone on for too long.  But the curse is only as bad as its worst elements.  Those are the dangerous parts.  Those are what, if left unchecked, will cause you immeasurable pain.”
 
   “How?” asked Simone.
 
   “Your little affair with Mr. Davis, for one,” Vanessa said.  “Your attraction to him is a part of the curse.  Or did you think it was a coincidence that you’re fucking the father of the other victim of the curse?  Of course it isn’t.  If you let it go, your actions will tear their marriage apart, spreading misery throughout that family.  And if I had to guess, it’ll send you into a deep depression; you already feel the first twinges of guilt, don’t you?  You know that what you’re doing is wrong, but you can’t stop it, can you?  That’s the curse.  If left to its own devices, it will ruin the lives of everyone around you, and eventually, drive you mad.  That’s what it does.”
 
   “But what about Anna?  She seems happy enough,” Simone said.
 
   “Does she?” Vanessa asked.  “Or are you seeing what the curse wants you to see?  She’s miserable, in case you didn’t notice.  How could she not be?  She spends each day being humiliated.  She’s completely dependent, and has no choice but to act like an infant.  But she’s still in there.  You know that, right?  Anna is still there, an eighteen-year-old girl, trapped in the body of a child while she’s being treated like a baby.  How could her sanity survive?” 
 
   “So you apologize, tell us that we’re doomed, and then what?  We’re supposed to forgive you?” asked Simone.  “Well fuck you, and your stupid curse.  If it’s even real.”
 
   “It’s real,” Vanessa said.  “You know it is.  And no, I don’t expect your forgiveness.  That ship has long since sailed.  I’m here to tell you that it’s going to get better.”
 
   “But you just said –”
 
   “I said that I can’t remove the curse,” Vanessa said.  “But I can remove those bad parts.  If I’m right, and I’m almost a hundred percent positive that I am – if I’m right, things will begin to get better at midnight.”
 
   “Better how?” Simone asked.
 
   “First of all, your attraction to Dan will cease,” Vanessa explained.  “I can’t say what your sexuality will do, but I can say that the curse will no longer influence it.  And like I said, I can’t reverse the changes, but I can tell you that you’ll be free to live your life as you see fit.  You won’t be tied to Anna anymore.  You’ll be as normal as any other girl.”
 
   “And Anna?” was Simone’s response.
 
   “She’s a little different,” Vanessa said.  “She won’t change much – not at first, at least.  But as the curse loses its influence, she’ll begin to grow at a normal pace.  Or close to it, at least.  In a decade or so, she’ll be back where she started, though I doubt she’ll be the same sort of person.  The best I can do is to put a time limit on her humiliation.”
 
   “We need to get back to the safe house,” Iris interjected.
 
   “I know,” Vanessa answered.  “As for those around you, they’ll continue to be impacted by the curse, but not in a negative way.  For instance, Anna’s mother will continue to treat her like a baby for as long as she IS a baby.  I can’t predict it with absolute certainty, but I can tell you that your lives will improve dramatically.  I know that this isn’t the way you wanted anything to work out, but it’s the best I can do.  I’m sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused.  I hope that one day – not soon, I’m sure – you can forgive me for my hubris.”
 
   And with that last statement, Vanessa waved her hand, causing a blinding light.  When Simone regained her vision, the two other girls were gone, leaving dozens of questions in their wake.  The rest of the day (and night) passed in a blur as Simone pondered the implications of Vanessa’s confession.
 
   At the stroke of midnight, she was lying in her bed, staring at the ceiling when a sudden rush of air exploded from her lungs.  Red smoke erupted from every pore, gathering above her in a menacing cloud.  Small flashes of lightning arced throughout the cloud as it pulsed angrily.  Simone couldn’t move.  She could barely breathe.  For a long moment, she was paralyzed with fear, staring at the cloud.  
 
   And then it began to shrink – almost imperceptibly at first.  As the seconds passed, the pace began to quicken, and soon, the cloud was the size of a beach ball.  Then a basketball.  A softball.  A gumball.  And then, as if it had never existed, it was gone.  
 
   Simone let out huge gasp, and with it, a thousand horrible thoughts were purged from her mind.  And in that moment, she felt a freer than she’d ever felt in her entire life.  It was like an unseen, unnoticed force had been constricting her airflow, and then, suddenly, it was gone.  Able to breathe freely, she was, for the first time in a long, long time, optimistic about the future.  
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